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ABSTRACT
Rewriting the Oeuvre:
Raymond Queneau and the Art of Translation
by
Christopher G. Clarke

Advisor: Esther Allen

While the literary oeuvre of French author Raymond Queneau (1903-1976) has been extensively
studied, his work as a literary translator has been largely overlooked. Queneau was a prominent
member of the French literary avant-garde, but also a literary translator for two decades (19341953), and his writing was greatly influenced and impacted by his readings and translations of
Anglophone writers. This dissertation provides insight into the role of translation in his
conception of writing and language, and the inseparability of the different facets of his career as
a writer, literary translator, and publisher. I examine his personal linguistic and literary history to
establish the role of multilingualism in his career. I then examine the textual and personal
relationships he and his work shared with Anglophone writers. Following guidelines set out by
French translation theorist Antoine Berman, I analyze each of Queneau’s literary translations, not
with the end of determining accuracy or faithfulness, but instead to extrapolate further
information about the relationship between the craft of translation and his other work. This
investigation of his literary translations is complemented by an exploration of his critical work
and several of his novels, compositions in which I distinguish forms of translation-based writing
and shed light on the role these methods played in the construction of his combinatorial writing. I
further supplement this inquiry with an examination of related archive materials, as well as a
series of interviews I conducted with his colleagues in the French experimental writing group
Oulipo. In this dissertation, I seek to clarify the place of translation in Queneau’s career, and
define its role in his creative process. I illustrate the active role he played in the transmission of
culture across national, linguistic, and temporal divides through literary translation and other
translational processes. The formulation of this project has implications not only for our
understanding of Queneau’s work, but for our comprehension of the important global role of
translation in the creation of experimental literature, and our understanding of the crucial place
of the literary polyglot in the international world of twentieth-century literature.
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INTRODUCTION
Who was Raymond Queneau? His good friend the Italian author Italo Calvino opened his essay,
“The Philosophy of Raymond Queneau,” with the same question. And indeed, this must be my
starting point, as there are so many different instances of Raymond Queneau (1903-1976), like
the layers of an onion or the facets of a well-cut gemstone. Novelist, poet, essayist, publisher,
Queneau is best known in the Anglophone world for his novel Zazie dans le métro, his collection
of ninety-nine versions of the same banal story Exercises in Style, and as the co-founder of the
experimental French writing group the Oulipo in 1960. Many different paths open up to those
who choose to examine his career; this divergence stems from his many diverse interests and
foci, his lengthy and productive career, and his focus on producing dense and layered literature
that can be read in a variety of manners, depending on the interests and the patience of the
reader. Calvino first met Queneau around 1964 through his role at the Einaudi publishing house
in Turin, and after relocating to Paris in 1967 became a close friend of Queneau’s during the last
years of the Frenchman’s life. He expanded on the difficulty of what seems to be a simple
question:
At first glance this might seem a strange question, since the image of this writer is well known
to anyone with any knowledge of twentieth-century literature, and of French literature in
particular. But if each one of us tries to put together the things we know about Queneau, this
image immediately takes on intricate and complex outlines, embraces elements which are
difficult to hold together; and the more defining traits we manage to highlight, the more we
feel that we are missing others which are necessary to round out into a unitary figure the various
planes of this multi-faceted polyhedron. The writer who seems always to welcome us with an
invitation to put ourselves at ease, to find the most comfortable and relaxed position, to feel on
the same level as he is, as though we were about to play a round of cards with friends, is in
reality someone with a cultural background that can never be fully explored, a background
whose implications and presuppositions, explicit or implicit, one can never exhaust.
(“Philosophy” 245)
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The maze of paths laid out by Queneau’s diverse interests and approaches calls for a targeted
approach to criticism. In approaching the work of such an author, unfocused research can only
lead a scholar down the rabbit hole alongside Lewis Carroll’s Alice, and into labyrinthine
warrens.1 To avoid this, my dissertation follows a single line of inquiry: the role of translation in
the career of Raymond Queneau. I approach this topic from a number of angles, and work to
provide the background details, cultural context, and literary analysis necessary to contextualize
how this facet of his career was indispensably connected to the rest.
Alongside a career as a novelist, poet, essayist, and publisher, Queneau was known for
his keen interest in language and its many manifestations. Further to this, his knowledge of
English, his voracious reading habits, and his predilection for Anglophone literature greatly
impacted his work. During the first half of his writing career, between 1934 and 1953, a period
which overlaps with the formative years of his own fiction and poetic work, Queneau also
published translations from the English. He translated prose and poetry by authors as diverse as
Amos Tutuola, George Du Maurier, and Sinclair Lewis, as well as shorter work by modernist
American writers such as Henry Miller, Marianne Moore, William Saroyan, Wallace Stevens,
and William Carlos Williams. After his final literary translation in 1953, he went on to produce
translations of dialogue for films by Ingmar Bergman, Louis Buñuel, Federico Fellini, and
Nicholas Ray, in keeping with his longstanding fascination with the widening gap between
written and oral French and the emergence of what he considered to be a separate language, néofrançais. His investigation into the modern state of his native language was one of the defining
traits of his literary career, and the important place of linguistic reflection in his writing is visible
throughout his creative and critical work. To date, the role of Anglophone literature and literary
translation in his oeuvre has largely been overlooked by researchers working with his fiction and
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poetry. I therefore argue in this dissertation that Queneau’s fascination with Anglophone
literature and his use of translation are together of great importance in understanding his overall
body of work. I show translation-related notions to be prominent in his work on a conceptual
level, but also textually present in very tangible ways.
In the chapters to come, I make visible the overlooked place of translation as a creative
method and critical framework within the oeuvre of this prominent and influential French writer.
I examine works selected from his own literary output, as well as key Anglophone writings he
read, which served as theoretical and material sources of inspiration for his own projects. I
investigate his engagement with literary translation as a profession and examine the translations
he produced. By contextualizing the place of translation within his corpus and the privileged role
of languages other than French in his overall creative project, I shed light on the ways translation
informed the creative construction of specific texts, through appropriations and manipulations of
style, form, and content. The practices in question are not, however, unique to a single author,
and as such, my exploration of their presence in Queneau’s career seeks to further establish
translation as a critical lens through which we can examine the transmission of literary ideas,
forms, and global literatures across national, linguistic, and cultural borders.
Much has been written on Queneau’s writing, including countless essays, critical
monographs by Jean-Marie Catonné, Claude Simonnet, and Claude Debon, as well as
biographies by Jacques Bens, Jacques Jouet, and Michel Lécureur. However, scholars have
largely overlooked the relationship between translation and Queneau’s literary output or
dismissed it as incidental. Exceptions to this include critical work by Simonnet and Alexander
Hertich on the connection between Queneau’s first novel and René Descartes’ Discours de la
méthode, insight into the recycling of philosophy in his work by Jean-Marie Catonné, inclusion
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in two studies on Italo Calvino as translator into Italian of Queneau’s work, as well as a short
article on his translations by Madeleine Velguth. The brevity of the critical works that reflect on
the place of translation in his work invite a thorough reexamination of its role in his oeuvre.
Many critics have noted Queneau’s layered approach to literature; for example, Anne
Clancier notes, “En effet dans chacun de ses livres on peut trouver diverses significations
superposées et dépouiller chaque enveloppe comme on enlèverait les feuilles d’un oignon pour
arriver à une signification plus profonde” (Raymond 49). This has its roots in his multiple threads
of interest and combinatorial methods, which simultaneously included techniques such as
artisanal rewriting from multiple sources and experimentation along multiple lines of linguistic
curiosity. The above onion metaphor was not simply an observation made by critics, but a stated
goal, as the simile was in fact his own. In a 1938 issue of Volontés, a journal he co-edited with
Georges Pelorson, he wrote: “Un chef-d’œuvre est aussi comparable à un bulbe dont les uns se
contentent d’enlever la pelure superficielle tandis que d’autres, moins nombreux, l’épluchent
pellicule par pellicule: bref un chef-d’œuvre est comparable à un onion” (Voyage 141). For Paul
Gayot, this is at the root of what makes criticism of his work a difficult venture that provides few
concrete answers. For him, Queneau’s work “ne se laisse pas enfermer en une formule, en une
définition. Il n’est pas de cœur à l’oignon, seulement des épluchures qui sont les divers aspects
de l’œuvre, qui sont l’œuvre” (Gayot, qtd. in Catonné, Queneau 15).

1 – Raymond Queneau: An Encyclopedic Writer?
A multifaceted and complex outlook on literature, language, and the arts was a personality trait
of Queneau’s from a young age. During a period of uncertainty in his twenties, he on several
occasions noted down lists of his talents or plans in his journals as he sought to determine a path
forward. In one such entry, dated 8 December 1926, he took stock of where he saw himself in
4

life, and what he saw as his own future possibilities. “Or – en moi – je crois devoir remarquer
deux sortes de possibilités d’ordre individuel,” he began, and then appended a list to the entry
that included diverse options such as
des possibilités d’ordre poétique et révolutionnaire, des possibilités d’ordre érudit et
critique, ces dernières s’étendant à l’ordre dit “littéraire” (y compris): a) littéraire b)
philosophique c) historique (et préhistorique) d) philologique; et des secondes pour la
forme: a) traduction et commentaires b) essais monographiques consacrés aux [blank] c)
thèses défendant un point de vue nouveau quant à une [blank]. (Journaux 138)
In addition to the above, he also mentions potential specialties including work as a Latinist, an
Orientalist focused on Arabic studies, an Anglicist focused on Blake and Browning, as well as
pursuits related to the Renaissance, the Templars, classics of French literature such as Bossuet
and Sainte-Beuve, studies of prehistoric times, or seventeenth-century German polymath
Gottfried Leibniz (Journaux 138).
While translation and the study of Anglophone literature are visibly present in his mind at
this point, what is conspicuously absent is the idea of he himself becoming a writer, a decision
that he was on the cusp of making. The above entry was written shortly before he returned from
his compulsory military service in North Africa in March 1927. Prior to his departure, he had
begun to spend time in the Surrealist circle, although he did not fully immerse himself until after
his return. In the next long confession-style entry that follows, dated 2 January 1927, he seems to
be trying to get up the courage to actually write, planning out possible routes for what he can do
with his education. In order to do so, he again lists out his areas of specialty in an encyclopedic
form, what he refers to as a “Dictionnaire d’érudition variée.” He can already see himself as
“commentateur et éditeur,” but still thinks he is “incapable of a literary work.” It is not that he is
lacking in imagination, but he doesn’t think he works ‘that way,’ he sees it as a weakness for
him, one he notes that he shares with Leibniz, who wrote on all subjects but never fiction or
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drama (Journaux 139-40). Over the next few years, fiction and poetry would take their place as
his primary artform, but the wide range of interests he held from a young age, which included
literature and languages, but also mathematics, physics, biology, metaphysics, history,
psychology, and ethnography, were all to have their place in this literary enterprise. In an
uncollected journal entry included by Claude Debon in the Pléiade edition of Queneau’s Poésie
Complète, he again draws a picture of his widely varied interests as a young man:
J’étais extrêmement curieux des choses de l’esprit et je crois que dans mon enfance j’ai
abordé à peu près toutes les sciences: chimie – (je m’étais fait un laboratoire) – physique –
médecine – occultisme – histoire (et surtout l’Histoire de l’Égypte ancien) – philologie
(j’essayais de déchiffrer les hiéroglyphes hittites et j’avais commencé l’étude de l’arabe –
géographie – sciences naturelles (j’ai fait des excursions géologiques dans Le Havre) –
numismatique (je possédais une assez importante collection de monnaies) – philosophie –
bibliographie – astronomie – archéologie – mathématiques (à 15 ans je commençais l’étude
du Calcul Différentiel et Intégral) et surtout la littérature. (Œuvres I, 1132)
For Queneau, these many interests were not ever entirely separate pursuits, but all a part of a
larger quest for knowledge and understanding. As Calvino explained, “From the range of his
interests and choices, all of them very precise and only at first sight rather divergent, emerges the
framework of an implicit philosophy, or let us say a mental attitude and organisation which never
settles for the easy route” (246).
It was this enormously varied list of curiosities and competences, along with his
voracious reading habits, that have led so many critics to label Queneau as an encyclopedic
figure. His multifaceted mind is visible throughout his writing. In Les Fleurs bleues (1965), he
repeatedly draws attention to the need to confront “l’histoire universelle en général et l’histoire
générale en particulier” (Œuvres III, 1009, etc.). His erudition was a whole made up of many
separate parts; Calvino spoke of Stendhal similarly espousing a world view that fits well with
this combinatorial view on understanding when he spoke of “knowledge as a dust-cloud.”
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And yet can we truly consider an extremely well-read man with diverse interests to be
“encyclopedic”? This is in part a qualification of convenience, which stems from the fact that on
multiple occasions he worked with the encyclopedia as a form. The first occasion, the
encyclopédie des sciences inexactes, was his first post-Surrealist writing project, a compendium
of fous littéraires unearthed in the stacks of the Bibliothèque Nationale; he compiled them,
described their work, and then sought to analyze their motivations and eccentricities via his newfound interest in psychology and psychiatry. Later, more successfully and prestigiously, came his
appointment in 1956 as the director of L’Encyclopédie de la Pléiade, which was eventually to
become a forty-nine-volume set covering the arts, sciences, culture, and history. Ironically, not
unlike certain other projects of his which I will examine later, the Pléiade’s Encyclopedia project
was born of “un simple project de traduction du dictionnaire de Chambers” 2 (Bords 119).
We can see parallels to this encyclopedic trait in certain of Queneau’s literary heroes. In
the introduction to the Pléiade series, he attributes the first French use of the word encyclopédie
to one such hero, François Rabelais: “Le mot encyclopédie est employé en français pour la
première fois par Rabelais dont on peut considérer le programme d’éducation de Gargantua ou la
lettre de celui-ci à Pantragruel comme des projets d’encyclopédie” (Bords 99). The tutelage of
this sixteenth-century physician and humanist turned ribald novelist is evident throughout
Queneau’s bibliography. Rabelais melded his knowledge of science and philosophy with
literature and a dark but playful sense of humor much like that which Queneau would later
exhibit. Anne Clancier points out another pair of erstwhile dilettantes who can be seen as a
model for his encyclopedism, and only partly in a tongue-in-cheek manner. Over the years, he
wrote multiple versions of a preface to accompany one of his all-time favorite novels, Flaubert’s
incomparable Bouvard et Pécuchet3:
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En ce qui concerne le désir d’engranger un savoir encyclopédique, deux personnages ont
pu servir de modèle à Queneau: Bouvard et Pécuchet, les héros de Flaubert, chers à
Queneau qui a écrit des préfaces pour le livre qu’il admirait; mais ils tentent de réaliser leur
rêve si maladroitement qu’ils n’aboutissent qu’à des échecs. Queneau semble nous dire
qu’il est dangereux de passer à l’acte, que la connaissance doit rester intellectuelle et
spirituelle. Le catalogue de ses lectures nous le confirme.
Queneau m’avait fait part de son admiration pour Bouvard et Pécuchet. […] Il s’est
livré au total à 35 lectures de Flaubert. L’ouvrage le plus lu, Bouvard et Pécuchet, a été lu
en 1921, 1937, 1941, 1942, 1943, 1944, 1950, avril 1966, mai 1966, 1968, 1969, 1970,
1973; c’est-à-dire qu’il a jalonnée toute la vie de Queneau. (“Goût” 78)
While both of these models are constructed around an insatiable avidity for knowledge, they also
suit Queneau for a second reason: the attempts at comprehensive knowledge they depict were
always destined to failure. Queneau repeatedly made it clear he was all too aware that such
absolutes were an impossibility. To borrow another phrase from Calvino, “[Queneau’s]
‘wisdom’ is characterized by a need for global knowledge and at the same time by a sense of
limits, and a diffidence towards any type of absolute philosophy” (252).
Queneau has inscribed this awareness of the limits of knowledge in the introduction to
the Pléiade series. In describing the primary elements of the encyclopedia, he outlines the three
primary components the team has sought to balance: “enseignement,” “bilan,” and “ouverture sur
l’avenir.” He explains his view on the latter:
Et il y a effectivement, ici, un “passif”: celui de notre ignorance. Nulle part, dans cette
entreprise, ne seront celées les ampleurs de nos incertitudes et les immensités de notre nonsavoir. Le lecteur apprendra à ignorer, à douter. C’est aussi une entreprise critique. Le
principal fruit de la méthode scientifique est la lucidité. C’est aussi la possibilité de
l’invention. (Bords 103-04)
This uncertainty, or rather, this cynical certainty, informed Queneau’s search for knowledge, and
in many ways his sense of humor. Indeed, as Queneau’s Oulipian colleague Noël Arnaud put it,
Il n’est pas sûr que Queneau, assis devant ou sur son Encyclopédie de la Pléiade, ait attendu
quelque vérité que ce soit de cet amas de connaissances toujours imparfaites, toujours
fragiles, toujours révisables. On se laisse à conjecturer que, à la manière de Bayle avec son
célèbre dictionnaire – lequel était essentiellement le dictionnaire de ses doutes personnels
– Queneau, loin de les déplorer, se réjouissait des incertitudes où les hommes pataugent et
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qui sont la seule occupation sérieuse, parce qu’absolument vaine, de leur existence.
L’évolution de son esprit vers des philosophies de la nescience autorise à croire qu’il tenait
l’accumulation des connaissances pour une futilité extrêmement divertissante, un jeu
d’esprit. (“Encyclopédie” 96)
And in truth, editing an encyclopedia with a well-curated team of specialists from diverse fields,
and being an “encyclopedic” writer are not necessarily the same thing. Perhaps only half joking,
Queneau points out that he ought to have been disqualified from editing an encyclopedia because
“vers l’âge de quinze ans j’ai lu en entier de la première ligne à la dernière ligne, le tome I du
dictionnaire Larousse en sept volumes, de A à Bello (Andres), écrivain sud-américain qui n’est
pas oublié dans ‘notre’ tome II de l’Histoire des Littératures” (Bords 120). And yet, despite his
misgivings, he did edit a major encyclopedia.
This fascination with the limits of knowledge is a defining characteristic of Queneau’s
work. In the discussion that followed a panel on Queneau the encyclopedist in 1987, Claude
Debon had the following insightful comment to offer:
Queneau est quelqu’un qui réfléchit sur le savoir beaucoup plus qu’il n’en accumule. […]
je me demande si Queneau a jamais été vraiment encyclopédiste. Il s’est intéressé à
quantité de domaines du savoir pour, toujours, essayer de savoir comment on savait. La
notion même d’encyclopédie est peut-être à remettre en question. Il savait beaucoup de
choses, certainement, mais de là à être un encyclopédiste au sens strict et étroit du terme,
peut-être peut-on se poser la question. (Debon, qtd. in Herlem “Ellipsopédiste” 182)
While others have attempted to better answer Debon’s question, it will suffice for the moment
for us to be aware of these tendencies in Queneau’s thought, and to consider them as we see
certain of the ramifications of this in his work as a writer, translator, and publisher. The many
divergent paths of his curiosity and the different domains they led him to explore all play their
part in the interconnected network that makes his literature unique.
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By attempting in his writing to surpass the literary status quo of a French literature he
saw as having gone stale, and by seeking to jettison certain conventional modes of storytelling
and mimesis. As he put it in 1938,
L’art, la poésie, la littérature est ce qui exprime (les réalités naturelles (cosmiques,
universelles) et les réalités sociales (anthropologiques, humaines)) et ce qui transforme (les
réalités naturelles et les réalités sociales). C’est ce qui occupe tout le champ de l’affectivité
de la connaissance à l’action, prend ses racines dans l’une et s’épanouit dans l’autre. C’est
ce qui manifeste l’existence et la fait devenir, la prolonge et la transmet. Ce qui est partiel
ne vaut d’être dit que dans la mesure où y frémit un germe d’universalité. (Voyage 95)
Queneau sought to depict the human condition more realistically, and in this we can see a
parallel with his encyclopedic thinking. After all, the true concerns and attitudes of twentiethcentury life cannot be accurately conveyed with a traditional narrative arc, but are rather a whole
made up of an infinite array of disparate parts: heterosimilitude. Queneau saw communication as
an interconnected series of systems that functioned through combinatorial processes,
juxtapositions and layers of different signs that make up how we live, how we understand, and
how we communicate. His long-standing interest in combinatorial mathematics surely played
into his philosophical and literary outlook to this regard. It is useful for us to consider the
etymology of the word Encylopaedia, borrowed into both English and French from the Greek via
Modern Latin. For the Greeks, it meant “training in a circle.” This circle, that of the Greek
enkyklios paideia, combined both the arts and sciences, which for them formed the essentials of a
liberal and humanist education.
With Queneau, we can see this as parallel to the impulse to leave behind the delimitations
of accepted literary content and language, and to inject into his literary process elements that
were typically considered “other” systems. The borders between sciences and arts dissolved, as
well as those lying between artistic language and technical language, between traditional literary
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content and other areas: philosophy, science, mathematics, as well as newly formalized
disciplines such as psychology, psychoanalysis, and linguistics.

2 – Language : Writing : Translation
Above all, for Queneau, writing had one primary topic: language itself. This is not only to say
the French language, refined in the image of Molière, but language, primordial and puzzling,
global and synchronic. For Queneau, everything related to language; mathematics was a
language, the visual arts were a language. As Federico Federici points out, “When Queneau
considered [Juan] Miró’s art, he explicitly spoke about ‘le miró’ as a language to be learnt,
because he was translating pictorial signs into painting proper as well as into ‘painting with
words’: obviously, painting by its very nature entails some representation or translation of
reality” (95). Queneau himself developed systems of pictograms in his first years as a writer,
seeking out new ways to communicate by a representative writing that was legible even to those
who had no previous experience with it. When we further consider that he was a polyglot, and
spent most of his life learning new languages, it becomes clear that, in Queneau’s case, it is
impossible for us to truly separate writing and translation. He continually worked to expand the
literary tools available to him, and these processes of insertion, translation, transformation,
creation, and deformation resulted in a new idiom particular to him as a writer, which critics
have since come to refer to as “quenien.” As Daniel Debreil explains:
Le français pratiqué par Queneau est une langue “étrangère” par rapport aux normes
linguistiques; il en irait de même lorsqu’il sollicite dans ses œuvres des langues autres,
dites traditionnellement “étrangères” (mais qui sont parfois très proches puisque assimilées
peu ou prou dans le lexique français). Queneau parlant “l’étranger” (l’anglais, mais aussi
d’autres idiomes européens, voire un extravagant mélange d’idiomes) est aussi hétérodoxe
que lorsqu’il joue avec le français. Si Queneau parle le “quenien,” il y a aussi bien un
quenien à base de français qu’un quenien anglais, allemand, espagnol, italien, etc. Le
“forestier” est partout… (Delbreil 19)
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This practice is evident in Queneau’s work from the outset, from the first lines of Le Chiendent
in 1933, and, while it constantly evolved, it was present until his last publication in 1975.
Perhaps the most well-known example of his reflections on writing, rewriting, and
translation took the form of what has become one of his most widely-read books, Exercices de
style (1947). Still regularly appearing on writing class syllabi over seventy years after its initial
publication (and over sixty after its first translation into English by Barbara Wright), Exercices
de style tells and retells the same banal tale of a young man who gets jostled on a crowded bus
and then is later seen in the square in front of the train station commenting on the button missing
from his friend’s jacket. He writes and rewrites this story ninety-nine different ways, or onehundred-and-twenty-seven, if you count the variants and unpublished versions that have surfaced
since its initial publication. As I discovered while translating twenty-seven additional exercises
for the 65th anniversary edition published by New Directions, the writing of the Exercices was a
process of rewriting, often also involving acts of translation in which he intralinguistically
translated a series of base-texts to produce new versions. As Tullio Pericoli suggested in a
conversation with Calvino, the Exercices are exemplary in illustrating the affinities that exist
between the work of the writer and that of the translator (Pericoli, qtd. in Cappello 163).
Shortly after the initial publication of Exercices de Style, Queneau again playfully
explored the intersection of writer and translator in a pair of pseudonymous novels, written under
the pen name Sally Mara. Two novels followed, both published by Éditions du Scorpion. His
friend Boris Vian had met Scorpion publisher Jean d’Halluin in July 1946, and wrote the novel
J’irai cracher sur vos tombes for him in three weeks that August (Darnaudet 16-17). The novel
was published under the pseudonym Vernon Sullivan, and marketed as a translation from the
English. Vian went on to publish six novels with d’Halluin at Scorpion between 1946 and 1950,
12

three as Vernon Sullivan and three as Vian. Not to be left out, Queneau also got in on the fun,
working on the first of his pair of novels in the spring of 1947, 4 undertaking the project the same
year he wrote his long poem Petite cosmogonie portative (Journaux 696). The two
pseudonymous novels were labeled Irish books; the first published on 8 November 1947, the
second in January 1950. On est toujours trop bon avec les femmes (1947) is set in Dublin during
the Irish Easter Rising of April 1916, and indicates that it has been “traduit de l’Irlandais par
Michel Presle.” The list of forthcoming titles in the front of the original Scorpion edition lists
only one title, “Journal intime de Sally Mara, traduit par Michel Presle.” This may have
originally been the plan, and yet, when Queneau began writing the follow-up, he evidently
wanted to try something different, and wrote the Journal intime as if it was a diary written in
French by Sally Mara herself.
What was the intention behind presenting the novel as a translation? The use of this
translator-avatar, the foregrounded presence of this fictitious translator, allowed Queneau to play
with the cross-cultural literary expectations of the reader. It permitted him to distance himself
from the novel, to write material that he was perhaps not comfortable releasing under his own
name, and material he had not reworked and refined over many long months as was his habit. It
also allowed for a different mode of focus on language; as I will show in Chapter Six, he made
use of translator’s notes and otherwise played with the conventions of reading in translation,
knowingly winking at his audience as he exploited the particular form and distance that reading
in translation involves. The second pseudonymous book, Le Journal Intime (1950), is also
connected to translation. Sally Mara had purportedly been learning French from the fictitious
translator Michel Presle. The episodes related in her diary take place in Ireland as well, just as
she is coming of age in 1934, born 16 April 1916, eight days before the Easter Rising. As she is
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still in the process of learning, her stage of language acquisition is such that she still has
difficulties with the language, which gradually improves throughout the book. For Queneau, this
was an opportunity to play with a different state of being-in-language, one that he knew all too
well as a writer who was constantly in the process of working to acquire one language or
another. These pseudonymous novels are exemplary of a fertile and innovative time in his career
when translation and creative writing projects were indissociable.
There are further examples of this inseparability of translation and writing everywhere
one looks in Queneau’s career. His employment at the prestigious publishing house Éditions
Gallimard was also heavily impacted by translation. He was hired in 1938 as their English
reader, and his first years were spent providing reports on which Anglophone novels were
suitable for translation and publication by the house. In the years that followed, having become a
full editor and important part of the committee, he continued to seek out new works that were
creatively impacted by linguistic experimentation, translation, translanguaging, and other similar
features. His admiration for the writing of James Joyce, for example, led him to argue in favor of
acquiring titles by the Irishman; Gallimard acquired the rights to publish Dedalus in 1943 and
Stephen le Héros in 1948, both in translations by Ludmila Savitsky. He was also instrumental in
acquiring a number of creative new authors, novelists such as Hélène Bessette and Marguerite
Duras, as well as experimental writers and future Oulipian colleagues. Jacques Roubaud’s first
major publication, ϵ, was published by Gallimard in 1967. As Roubaud explained to me:
À un certain moment, j’ai assez avancé un projet, un livre de poésie, et je me dis j’aimerais
bien le publier, mais comment faire? À ce moment-là, je n’ignore pas que Raymond
Queneau, qui est un poète pour lequel j’ai beaucoup d’estime, que Raymond Queneau
connait bien la mathématique, et je me dis, ma seule chance d’être écouté, parce que dans
ma composition de poésie je fais intervenir de la mathématique, est de m’adresser à
Queneau. Donc je lui envoie l’état de mon manuscrit, ce n’était pas fini, et il me répond
très vite en disant de venir le voir à son bureau chez Gallimard. Je viens, et on parle de
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maths. […] Je me lève pour partir, et il me dit, ah oui, vos poèmes, je les trouve très bien,
je vais les défendre au Comité de lecture de Gallimard. (“Interview”)
Nineteen months later, as Gallimard was not excited by experimental poetry at the time and
Queneau had to argue its merits at length, the book was released in their Collection Blanche.
Meanwhile, Roubaud was invited as a guest to meet the Oulipo, and he joined the group in 1966.
According to current Oulipo president Paul Fournel, Queneau was similarly instrumental
in getting Oulipian Jacques Bens’s work published at Gallimard; Bens published a half-dozen
books of prose and three collections of poetry, starting with Chanson Vécue, which appeared in
the Métamorphoses collection in 1958. Bens later joined the team working on the Encyclopédie
de la Pléiade, and was one of the founding members of the Oulipo. As to Fournel’s own writing,
he informed me that Queneau’s role in getting his work published at Gallimard, who released
Fournel’s first novel L’Équilatère in 1972, was such that after that first novel and one collection
of short stories (Les petites filles respirent le même air que nous, 1978), as Queneau had since
passed away, Fournel had to find a new publisher and ended up at Éditions du Seuil. 5 Queneau
was of course also instrumental in Gallimard’s willingness to publish the Oulipo’s collective
work beginning with La Littérature Potentielle in 1973.
His proclivity toward linguistic experimentation in publishing can be found in two further
Gallimard releases that saw the light of day not long after Roubaud’s book. A first example came
in 1966, when Queneau argued for a manuscript by a then unknown twenty-four year old first
novelist from Québec who would go on to become one of Francophone Canada’s most adored
literary writers: Réjean Ducharme’s L’Avalée des avalés was published by Gallimard France in
1966, and the novel was short-listed for the Prix Goncourt the same year. Ducharme’s novel is
notable for its linguistic invention. His use of neologisms and wordplay, not unlike that
employed by Queneau, lend a very distinctive style to his writing. In the novel, Ducharme’s
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protagonist Bérénice forges her own way of thinking, and through it, her own way of speaking:
her être-en-langage is re-formed even as it shapes her existence in the world. As Jean-Christophe
Delmeule describes this language-based interaction with the world,
La langue n’est pas cet outil qui sert à communiquer, encore moins ce matériau poétique
qui élabore la pensée. […] Bérénice ne supporte plus sa solitude, mais elle ne veut pas la
partager, ou seulement dans l’exclusive. Alors, que claque, que frappe et qu’interjecte!
Alors que plonge en mots interdits d’être trop particuliers: ceux consacrés à la faune et la
flore, ceux abscons qui appartiennent à l’histoire et à la littérature. Finalement, la poésie,
c’est tout simplement ce que l’on ne comprend pas. Ce qui ne se comprend pas, ou qui ne
me comprend pas. Là aussi au sens mathématique du terme. L’incomprise est celle qui
n’appartient pas aux ensembles désignés. Et qui renforce son exclusion en tançant les mots
pour qu’ils dévoilent leur incompétence, leur trop grande prolifération qui masque leur
inaptitude: “Les langues humaines sont de mauvaises langues. Elles ont trop de
vocabulaire” (Ducharme 286). (Delmeule 23)
The publication of Ducharme’s novel, which had been rejected in Québec, was a very successful
risk on Queneau’s part, and also resulted in one of the first Québecois authors to be published in
the Hexagon instead of at home in Canada. While certain of Ducharme’s later works were first
published in North America, either by Gallimard Canada or other publishers, he clearly lucked
out when his debut manuscript landed on the desk of a perfectly suitable editor.
Another solid example can be found in a book published in 1970 in the “Connaissance de
l’Inconscient” Gallimard line directed by Jean-Bertrand Pontalis. Le Schizo et les langues is the
autobiography of Louis Wolfson, a schizophrenic New Yorker. Unable to stand the sound of his
mother tongue of English, or that of his own mother speaking it, Wolfson over time devised a
brilliant system of simultaneous autotranslation that sought to preserve the sound of the English
words he heard, and as much of their meaning as possible, even as his mind replaced them with
vocables from other non-English languages he studied such as French, German, Russian,
Hebrew, and Yiddish. His system is related to homophonic translation, although it is highly
complex in that it seeks to preserve semantic links by turning to a variety of partial synonyms
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across the spectrum of replacement languages. Doing his best to convey all of this along in the
form of his life story, Wolfson wrote his autobiography in French, explaining his system and
giving many examples, and then he mailed it to Gallimard. Eventually, the manuscript landed on
Queneau’s desk. Jean Paulhan considered it interesting but too strangely written for publication,
but Queneau championed the work, a fragment was published in Les Temps Modernes in July
1964, an introduction was provided by Gilles Deleuze.
Wolfson’s book was targeted to readers interested in psychology, psychiatry, and
psychotherapy, topics which had interested Queneau for many years by that point, but it certainly
found a sympathetic ear due to Wolfson’s audacious linguistic inventiveness. As Michel
Pierssens later wrote,
L’impératif fondamental du labeur de Wolfson, sa nécessité et sa fatalité, consiste à refaire
ce que Babel a défait, littéralement: l’unité de l’idiome humain, au-delà des structures qui
font de chaque langue un système isolé. Pour Wolfson, une langue n’est qu’un répertoire
de mots, séquences de phonèmes, où le phonème représente le sas de communication d’une
langue à l’autre, au prix parfois d’un certain forçage. Les inventaires lexicaux ne sont donc
d’une certaine façon qu’une commodité qui facilite la tâche de Wolfson quand il s’agit
pour lui de circuler d’une langue à l’autre – ou plutôt, d’une langue à toutes les autres. Car
cet “idiome” dont il vise à constituer le vocabulaire comme une liste unique à travers
laquelle il pourra circuler sans que la viscosité propre du signifiant ne l’arrête en cours de
route plus d’un instant, cet idiome se trouve en réalité composé de toutes les langues sauf
une: l’anglais. (90)
While the difference between Wolfson and Queneau is extreme, there are certain similarities that
can be seen in this description of Wolfson’s process and that employed by Queneau in some of
his writing. First, the inseparability of translation and writing, but even more, the notion that
every language makes up part of a repository of materials to be combined, modified, and
deployed as the polyglot communicator chooses. Similar too is the penchant for looking past the
word as a unit to see its combinatorial possibilities, although for Wolfson this typically took
place at the level of the phoneme whereas Queneau often manipulated elements at the level of
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the syllable or even the letter. Wolfson would have been eliminated from contention for
Queneau’s Encyclopédie des sciences inexactes, the compendium of literary madmen he spent
several years compiling around 1930, due to the fact that he was neither French nor lived prior to
1900, but had he been a possibility, it is certain that Queneau would have reserved a featured
spot for him. Instead, he worked to convince Gallimard that with some editing and a big-name
introduction, if positioned within the correct catalog list, Wolfson’s book was worthy of
publication alongside the likes of Sigmund Freud, Carl Jung, and Harold Searles.

3 – Methodology
The organization of this dissertation follows the guidelines set out by French translation theorist
Antoine Berman (1942-1991). His Pour une critique des traductions: John Donne was first
published by Gallimard in 1995 as a part of their Bibliothèque des Idées series. It was nearly
completed at the time of his death in 1991, and was published posthumously some four years
later. First and foremost in Berman’s theorization is the concern that in the critique of a
translation, there are particular oft-employed tactics that must be avoided. He opposes his system
to that of his friend Henri Meschonnic, as he rejects a criticism founded in negativity, in
“demolishing” a translation which is seen to be poor or inadequate. He suggests the avoidance of
this systematic attack, and urges the critic to instead search out the reasons behind any “errors”
or “mistakes.” For Berman, this negative structure stems from the concept of “loss,” and at its
root lies the very nature of the critical act. The critical act is in and of itself a two-sided system,
and he points out that the negative must bring with it the positive. He turns to Friedrich
Schlegel, whom he holds as the founder of modern criticism, and states that for Schlegel, the
word “criticism” was reserved for works of quality, and he instead used the term
“characteristics” when describing inferior works. Regardless of this intrinsic opposition, Berman
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believe criticism to be a necessary part of literature, in that literature requires it in order to
“communicate with other works of literature, to communicate with us, to achieve its full
realization and in order to live on.” It functions as a mirror and is ontologically linked to
literature on a global scale. Further, he suggests that translations occupy a similar role to that of
criticism, in that they produce (and are necessary for) many of the same effects. The link
between criticism and translation doesn’t end there, for each translation is in itself a critical act
directed at the original; every translation being from the outset a hermeneutic reading of the
original undertaken by the translator, it is also implicitly a critical reading of that original.
Berman’s system for the evaluation of translations includes the following steps:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

Reading and re-reading of the translation
Readings of the original
In search of the translator
Translational position
The translation project
The horizon of the translation
The confrontation
Reception of the translation
Productive criticism (“Critique” 64-97)

Having reflected on the goals of this dissertation, I have modified Berman’s system to my own
ends. Evidently, readings and re-readings of the target and source texts have been done prior to
analysis, which covers the first three steps. It is my opinion that in spite of Berman positioning
himself strongly in favor of non-prescriptive judgment, the final step of his process still seeks to
evaluate the translation in question in terms of positives and negatives, successes and failures.
Admittedly, his theorizations are tempered in this respect when compared to other theorists and
critics. However, I still believe that critical quality assessment clouds Berman’s aims. As such, I
have modified steps seven and nine, declining to fully “confront” target and source texts.
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More relevant, in my position, are steps three through six, which I will refer to in English
as (3) locating the translator, (4) translational position, (5) project, and (6) horizon. This
combined line of questioning is in my mind Berman’s greatest contribution to translation
criticism: by arguing against a comparison-based translation analysis that is divorced from the
fundamental reality of how the translation was produced, why it was produced, by whom it was
produced, and to what end it was produced, translation criticism can only evaluate a translation
according to subjective norms imposed by the critic. This, in turn, privileges error-based
judgment over a contextualization of decision-making. Berman’s system, or at least this portion
of it, is thus highly useful to this dissertation, which seeks to explain the role of translation in
Queneau’s career, not simply to pass judgment on how his translations compare to translations
by others or to find and criticize errors within them. Errors are inevitable in translation; when
determining how translation fits into a writer-translator’s career, motivated decisions are key.
By locating the translator, Berman intends that it is important at this stage to know as
much as possible about the translator. He doesn’t mean only biographically or personally, but
also linguistically. In the example he provides, Berman asks such questions as, is the translator a
native speaker of the language to which he translates? Is he only a translator or does he have
another occupation? What languages does he work with and what are his connections to them?
He believes it is crucial to investigate the translator’s body of work in translation, as well as any
articles or larger volumes on the works he has translated, any writing on his translation method
or personal theorization of translation, on his translations themselves or on translation in general.
The translational position of the translator shares some overlap with this last point, but
more specifically targets the situation of the translator vis-à-vis the target text in question as
opposed to the translator in general. This relates to any conception or perception of the act of
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translation on the part of the translator, as well as any understanding of the task of the translator
as it pertains to the particular title to be translated, and thus is interconnected with the next step,
the project, albeit from the theoretical side. Also of interest is the manner in which the translator
has internalized the discourse on translation that surrounds him in his chosen activity/profession.
For Berman, this further relates to Gideon Toury’s notion of norms,6 which can at times be
difficult to spell out but can be demonstrated. He warns, however, that there is not always truth
to be found here: the translator often presents himself in impersonal platitudes and doxa. It is
instead the true subjective side of the translator that we are seeking, which can often be found in
positional decisions located in the translation itself, and sometimes in the various statements
made by the translator to this effect. This should also include any instance of positioning by the
translator as regards his relationship to writing and to language in general.
The translation project reflects Berman’s view that every translation is one way or
another conceptualized before it begins. Literary translation is not an exercise in a classroom, a
spontaneous thème et version test with pedagogical aims, but a project that has to be thought out
ahead of time. Every important translation is constructed around a project or goal, articulated or
not. This is determined both by the translational position of the translator, as well as by the
requirements and constraints imposed on him by the work to be translated. Determining the
project, then, aims to demonstrate how the translator approached the translation, which in turn
informed the reasoning behind a particular choice of translational modes. The result of this
combination explains what the translator intends to recreate in his new composition, how he
intends to go about it, and why he has chosen to do so in the first place. For Berman, this is a
closed circle, as everything a translator might say in regard to the project is already located in the
translation, and yet the translation itself is no more than the result of the project. From exposing
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this project, stated and unstated, the critic hopes to determine what the consequences of this
project were, and whether or not the translator has accomplished the project he set out to
produce. In his theorization, if the translation doesn’t hold together, this is largely a result of the
project, or one or another of its constituent parts. As an aside, he notes that a translation project
in no way refutes the immediate and intuitive nature of the translative act, as this intuition is
permeated by reflexivity and is present both within and removed from the project.
The horizon of the translation expands on the position of the translator, moving past
subjective agency and into the literary and cultural sphere. This includes linguistic, literary,
cultural, historical, and socioeconomic factors, which in turn impact the awareness, action, and
thought of the translator. By this, Berman is not simply referring to conditioning; it is rather a
case of the literary and cultural situation in which the translator finds himself at a given time, in a
given place, and for a given project. Once again, this relates back to Toury’s norms, and situates
the act of translation within a network of cultural capital and the constraints of publishing. In
Berman’s methodology, he sees these norms as being less restrictive than do some other critics,
and insinuates that they can often be viewed as indicative of a sort of setting or framing.
In lieu of a full Berman-style confrontation, my analysis of Queneau’s translations makes
use of target-to-source comparison to further explore the above points. Due to the fact that he
wrote very little on translation, most of the relevant information on its role in his career must be
unearthed in his work itself. While I do not strictly follow Berman’s order of operations, as they
can be unwieldy for a project of this size and its and career-spanning corpus, it is still my aim to
contextualize Queneau’s relationship to translation on a personal level, and then position each
project within an existing cultural, social, and literary framework specific to his time and place. I
approach his evolving conceptions of language and translation on multiple levels: via his work in
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traditional literary (interlinguistic) translation, but also through a more experimental practice of
creative (intralinguistic) translation in operation on several levels: local, intertextual, thematic,
intermedial, and formal. In doing so, I demonstrate his role in broadening conceptions of avantgarde writing in France through the use of translational processes in his work, and illustrate the
part he played in disseminating foreign culture and literatures within the Hexagon.

4 – Chapter Breakdown
Chapter One begins with a historical and biographical description of Queneau’s life-long efforts
in foreign language acquisition, and is diachronically broken into three key periods: his formal
education, from his childhood in Le Havre through his university days at the Sorbonne in Paris;
the linguistic realizations that took place during his voyage to Greece in 1932 and the early years
of his literary career; and finally his renewed efforts to become fluent in English during the
Second World War and the role of English in his career in publishing at Gallimard, which began
in 1938. Next, to better explain how Queneau understood and mobilized the possibilities of his
native French and languages other than French, I examine the place of formal linguistics in his
education as a writer and thinker. He was not a linguist, in the strictest sense, but he was wellversed in the work of early twentieth-century French linguists, and their writings had a great
influence on his thinking. One such source was Joseph Vendryes, whose work had a
demonstrable impact on his future theoretical writings and the experimental processes at work in
his creative writing. In the final section of the first chapter, I examine the way Queneau
integrated his interest in foreign languages and the linguistic concepts that interested him into his
own writing. He incorporated these elements into his stylistic and formal experimentation; first
and foremost, this is seen through his use of néo-français, a manipulation of traditional French
literary language which presented new stylistic possibilities through the mobilization of a syntax
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and phoneticism deeply rooted in the way the French language had come to be spoken in his day.
I demonstrate that he was steadfast in his belief that oral French was a language separate from
literary written French by examining his forays into the writings of linguists like Vendryes. By
integrating into his writing non-standard elements such as this playful written facsimile of orality
and other outside elements drawn from foreign languages and literatures, he worked to develop
an expanded mode of expression in his reimagining of the contemporary French novel even as he
contributed to the expansion of French literary language.
Chapter Two investigates the impact of Anglophone authors and works on Queneau’s
overall conception of literature. One cannot overstate the impact of authors such as James Joyce
and William Faulkner when it comes to understanding his approach to writing in French, and the
detailed reading lists that he kept from a young age allow me to better define exactly which
Anglophone influences can be sought out in his writing by providing specific authors and texts
within a clear chronology. His Anglocentric reading habits not only influenced his own writing,
but also set the groundwork for his entry into publishing and led to his work in literary
translation. This chapter draws from Queneau’s journals and readings lists, as well as from
previous scholarship by Lise Bergheaud, whose work provides a starting point for my discussion
of the discernible literary and cultural traits that surface in his writing through intertextual,
stylistic, and formal borrowing. In her critical monograph on Queneau, Bergheaud discusses the
stylistic influences of his most abundantly-read Anglophone authors. I expand upon and refocus
Bergheaud’s work to better relate this line of inquiry to my topic of Queneau, literary translation,
and the transmission of literatures across borders and cultures.
Once this review of literature is complete, I undertake a targeted survey of Queneau’s
reading of Anglophone literature that illustrates key period-specific trends in his literary
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interests. This allows me to better contextualize his connection to Anglophone literature and to
position these works within his evolving literary tastes and his own creative output. This
examination relates to Berman’s concept of the translation horizon, removing Queneau’s
translation from analysis in isolation. Unlike Bergheaud’s broader corpus, my analysis pays
particular attention to authors whose work influenced Queneau in a manner related to translation
or transmission: Joyce and Faulkner, two sources he drew from and praised openly; and Henry
Miller, with whom he collaborated on a number of international literary ventures.
The third section of the chapter addresses a lacuna in Bergheaud’s work: Queneau’s
appreciation of American crime fiction and science fiction, genres he was actively involved in
introducing into France between 1945 and 1955. This last example establishes his role as an
advocate for Anglophone literary forms by referring to a series of articles penned by Queneau
and Boris Vian in the early 1950s, widely-circulated pieces which allow me to make evident the
role he played in the transmission of Anglophone literature in France, whether through his work
with more traditional literary translation, by way of translational processes in his own writing,
through overt efforts in his critical essays, or in his career in publishing at Gallimard.
Chapter Three seeks to expose Queneau’s conception of translation by presenting and
commenting upon the instances in which he spoke directly on the subject, and resituating his use
of literary translation within his broader and more discussed literary output. He did not write a
great deal about his theory or conception of translation. He wrote several translator’s notes and
introductions, he provided responses to a survey on translation, and touched on translation and
his Anglophone influences in several essays. I complement this material with a series of
interviews I conducted in 2017-2018 with members of Queneau’s literary group the Oulipo,
writers who personally worked with him and discussed such topics during his years with the
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group, which lasted from its founding in 1960 until his death in 1976. These primary and
secondary sources support my argument that the role of translation in his greater literary project
was not solely that of a secondary activity, but instead part of the very makeup of his unique
creative enterprise. Next, I provide a chronological timeline of his involvement with translation
with the aim of reinserting this work within the larger chronology of his career. Finally, I
examine foundational texts on translation that he had read during his years as an active literary
translator; the information gleaned from these three texts by Henri Veslot, Valery Larbaud, and
Georges Mounin provide insight into the theorizations of translation he had been exposed to as
he continued his formation as a literary translator. This section bolsters our understanding of
Queneau’s translational position, while also clarifying the source of certain doxa and translation
clichés.
In Chapter Four, I first explore Antoine Berman’s theory that the expansion of a
nation’s language is a direct result of literary translation. He regards this as one of the salient
reasons for the translation of foreign literature. As one of the evident goals of Queneau’s
linguistic experimentation was the broadening of the possibilities of French literary language, I
seek to determine to what extent he pursued this effect as a literary translator. To this end, I
examine each of the sixteen literary translations he published during his career, a corpus which
includes five novels and short texts or excerpts by ten other authors. As this is a fairly large
corpus, I do not pursue a comprehensive analysis of the technical side of these translations. In
examining each translation, I seek to demonstrate to what extent his translations show a
willingness to engage with the foreign, which is the primary mechanism through which
Berman’s expansion of language via literary translation takes place. I also seek to bring to the
forefront the reasoning behind the selection of these projects. In order to expand on the
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translational position, project, and horizon, I connect each work with what I have already
detailed regarding his cultural and literary point of view, and chronologically and thematically
reintegrate each of his translations within his larger bibliography. In keeping with the goals of
Berman’s system and of this dissertation, the rationale of why a translation project is undertaken,
how it is approached, and what it seeks to do is of more interest than the technical accuracy of
the resulting translation.
Chapter Five follows the critical conclusion reached in Chapter Four: having found that
Queneau to at least some extent avoided actively engaging with the foreign in his literary
translations, I seek out other explanations as to how he intended to enact change upon his literary
language. Berman’s contention that the expansion of language takes place primarily through
translation is still of interest, and yet in Queneau’s case, the notion of translation must be
challenged for it to hold true. It is my belief that in his own writing, Queneau employed a
number of practices that are translational in nature; accordingly, I argue that he shifted his
exploration of the expansive possibilities of translation from his work in literary (interlinguistic)
translation to his use of compositional processes of rewriting (both inter- and intra-linguistic) in
his novels and poetry. Accordingly, I first describe his conception of writing as rewriting, or
writing as an artisanal practice. In doing so, I explain my position on certain received notions
with regard to the nature of translation, and expand upon this to offer my own position on what
Berman calls traduction généralisée, which entails a broader conception of translation than that
implicated by source-to-target interlinguistic translation, or literary translation. Next, to show
that the translational practices and conceptions I am discussing are not Queneau’s alone, I
provide examples of similar methods and parallel ideas in the work of other prominent twentiethcentury writers. I again turn to the interviews I conducted with the Oulipians to share their
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opinions on and uses of such practices, as well as to the work of a spin-off group focused more
specifically on translation, the Outranspo, a group I joined in 2014. In the third section of this
chapter, I offer a rudimentary classification of the translational processes found in Queneau’s
work according to scale. I then describe the manner in which these small- or local-scale
processes and large- or global-scale processes are integrated into his compositional strategy. The
processes described, I offer examples of a number of them drawn from Queneau’s work,
focusing on examples in Chêne et chien (1937), “Une traduction en joycien” (c. 1947, first
published in Bâtons, chiffres et lettres in 1950), and Petite cosmogonie portative (1950).
In Chapter Six, to expand on the shorter examples found in the previous chapter, I offer
two extended case-studies of translational processes in Queneau’s work. The first case-study
explores a system of local-scale translation he employed in the composition of his first “Sally
Mara” novel, On est toujours trop bon avec les femmes (1947). His method involved the
incorporation of lexical material drawn primarily from James Joyce’s Ulysses. I expand on a
series of brief studies by Pierre David to demonstrate this process in action, to explore the
ramifications of this combinatorial venture of rewriting, and to contextualize this according to
what we have seen of his translational position. The second case study provides an in-depth look
at large-scale translational processes he used in writing his first novel, Le Chiendent (1937).
While he admitted as early as 1937 that this novel had begun as a translation into néo-français of
René Descartes Discours de la méthode (1637), he later added further titles to the list of source
texts at this novel’s genesis. I first examine the existing scholarship on the role of the Discours in
Le Chiendent, and then show how Queneau’s recycling of philosophy moved past Descartes to
include the phenomenology of twentieth-century contemporaries such as Edmund Husserl and
Alexandre Kojève. In the final section of this second case study, I investigate a further named

28

source that has thus far gone unexamined by scholars. J. W. Dunne’s 1927 book An Experiment
with Time. While Queneau includes this on his “errata” list of source books for Le Chiendent, it
has been excluded from the conversation by previous critics. I provide a layman’s summary of
Dunne’s theoretical observations on the physics of time and precognitive dreaming. Finally, I
offer a close reading of how Queneau used large-scale translation processes to translate the
various elements of Dunne’s text into formal and thematic elements while writing Le Chiendent.
In summary, my dissertation demonstrates the place of translation, in standard and
broadened understandings of the term, within Raymond Queneau’s conception of language and
literature, his creative process, and his published writings. I make evident the impact of foreignlanguage acquisition and Anglophone literature on Queneau’s literary art, furnishing textual
examples to explain the ways in which translational techniques are exhibited in his writing. This
understanding of the place of various approaches to translation in his oeuvre allows us to more
completely understand his relationship with language, and it sheds new light on the way his
complex linguistic viewpoint shaped his career as a writer. More broadly, through this
exploration of the work of a single author, my intention is to demonstrate the place of translation
studies as a privileged and productive lens through which to view the work of any polyglot
writer-translator. For such authors, there is a demonstrable effect of cultural exchange between
linked literary communities made possible by multilingual reading, intertextual practices of
borrowing, the transmission of foreign forms and styles, and a global conception of language and
culture. Through my detailed examination of Raymond Queneau’s career-long interaction with
translation, I show that the complicated and interrelated works of the writer-translator can be
better examined through the lens of translation studies as opposed to solely by way of traditional
literary criticism.
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NOTES
1

Lewis Caroll’s Alice in Wonderland, a favorite which Queneau read repeatedly between 1927 and 1975, from his
twenties until the year before his death.
2
Chamber’s English Dictionary was first published in 1872, expanding on the 1867 Chamber’s Etymological
Dictionary. It is notable for its inclusion of archaic and unconventional words, which would have certainly appealed
to Queneau. William and Robert Chambers’s Encyclopedia was founded in 1859.
3
Queneau wrote three versions of this preface for Bouvard et Pécuchet: the first in 1942 for a Belgian edition,
published in the review Fontaine in 1943; the second for an edition published by Le Point du Jour in 1947, and a
third in 1959 for “Le Livre de Poche Classique.” The second version is included in Bâtons, chiffres et lettres (1950).
4
An undated journal entry indicated as being from April or May 1947 reads, “Je suis en train d’écrire Sally Mara”
(Journaux 614). He is back working on it on 11 May 1947, noting “Je me suis remis au roman irlandais et j’ai
aquarellé plusieurs compotiers” (Journaux 616).
5
From private correspondence with Paul Fournel, 19 April 2020.
6
See, for instance, Toury’s Descriptive Translation Studies and Beyond, John Benjamins, 1995.
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CHAPTER ONE – RAYMOND QUENEAU AND LANGUAGE: ABROAD AND AT HOME
Introduction – Unpacking Babel: Raymond Queneau and Language
Raymond Queneau’s work as a literary translator has been largely overlooked or dismissed as
insignificant. For us to better understand the role of translation in his literary career, we must
first better comprehend the nature of his relationship with language, including his own native
French and the variety of other tongues he worked to acquire throughout his life. Typically,
literary translation involves one or more source languages, and so I will begin with an overview
of Queneau’s foreign language acquisition. This language acquisition timeline established, I will
explore his selective interest in the linguistics of his day, evaluating its impact on his creative
method. An examination of his writings on language will demonstrate the place of these notions
in his work as a writer, translator, and publisher. From this, I will turn to Queneau’s relationship
with his native French, the tongue in which he wrote and published, and the target language for
his literary translation projects. This will clarify not only how Queneau came to his conception of
what he referred to as “français parlé-écrit” and later came to call “néo-français,” the hybrid
oral-written form of French for which he became known, but it will also allow me to position this
stylistic method as a form of translation involving his use of materials from languages and
literatures other than French and other creative translation practices.
Before I examine his work in translation, both in a more traditional sense (literary
translation from English to French) and in a manner involving a more expansive and inclusive
understanding (inter- and intralinguistic translation methods at work in his writing), I will first
seek to define Raymond Queneau as a writer, as a translator, and as a man who set out to effect
change upon the written and literary French in current usage during his era. Raymond Queneau’s
life-long interaction with languages other than French, and his important connection to the
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English language, can be seen as taking place in five distinct periods, which can be summarized
as: (1) the period of his education, covering the years 1914-1925, which span from his studies at
the collège and the lycée in Le Havre to the years immediately following his education at the
Sorbonne and the École pratique des hautes études in Paris; (2) Queneau’s years of compulsory
military service in the Maghreb, from November 1925 to March 1927; (3) his mobilization
during the drôle de guerre (August 24 1939-June 22 1940); and (4) the first years of his tenure at
Gallimard. Chronologically, Queneau’s integration into Gallimard book-ends the war, having
begun before his mobilization and resuming after the liberation of Paris, but for the purposes of
consistency I will examine these years together. (5) While his five-month trip to Greece in 1932
is a pivotal point in the development of Queneau’s views on language and his appropriation of
certain linguistic theories from the early twentieth century, I will address this fifth stage later,
along with the genesis of Queneau’s notion of néo-français, as it was integral to this process.

1 – Queneau’s Early Acquisition of Foreign Languages: First Contact in Le Havre
Raymond Queneau’s exposure to foreign languages began quite early. He was born in Le Havre
on 21 February 1903, and he kept a journal from a young age. Since he destroyed his earliest
diaries, the first entries we have at our disposal date from April 1914, when he was eleven years
old. In his journals of this era, there is evidence of a keen interest in English culture, Le Havre
being a staging point for Commonwealth military forces from August 1914. As was often the
case in early twentieth century French education, Queneau began his discovery of foreign
languages during his childhood, studying several languages in school as a boy. His journals
demonstrate that the young Queneau took pleasure in language outside of his formal studies, as
well. As early as 1915, he notes that he had begun to decipher hieroglyphs as well as having
taken up the study of Arabic, and it was around this time that he started serious efforts at writing
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(Lécureur 32). Already an inventive young writer and a reader of Jules Verne, Queneau later
recalls having written fiction about a form of “submarine that moved beneath the Earth,” and it is
worth noting that in imagining a new world during these early attempts at creative writing, he
was already aware of the implications of language. For his creation of the country of Lusapie, for
example, he notes having drawn a map, described the customs, the government, and the wars, but
also took the time to invent a language for them: le lusapien (Lécureur 34).
His formal education in languages began early: in May 1914, Queneau mentions taking
English and Spanish classes; in October of the same year, he mentions studying Latin and French
in school (Journaux 15). Queneau appears to have struggled somewhat with English, even
though it would later have enormous implications for his career as a writer and publisher. To
counter these struggles, in early 1916 he began taking after-school English lessons (Journaux
24). During the years that follow, there is evidence of greater variety; he mentions in his journal
the study of Greek and English each week (36), and later, private lessons in Greek and Latin
(40). His journals demonstrate that the young Queneau took pleasure in the study of language at
school and on his own. As early as 1915, he notes that he had begun to decipher hieroglyphs as
well as having taken up the study of Arabic, and it was around this time that he started serious
efforts at writing (Lécureur 32).

1.1 – The Sorbonne Years: 1920-1925
Queneau passed his baccalauréat exams in July of 1920, receiving awards such as the prix
d’excellence and a tableau d’honneur that recognized his work in history, geography,
philosophy, and mathematics (Journaux 66). The prizes he received at his graduation from the
lycée are indicative of his later interests and the variety of his talents. Leaving home, he moved
to Paris to begin his studies in philosophy at the Sorbonne, which officially began in November
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1920 (Journaux 70). It is apparent by this time that an interest in languages, if not yet a passion
of Queneau’s to the extent it would later become, was nonetheless something he considered a
requisite for his studies and personal intellectual goals.
In the months leading up to his second year of studies at the Sorbonne, much like the
character Vincent Turquedenne in one of his more overtly autobiographical novels, Les Derniers
jours (1936), Queneau sought emotional relief in voracious reading as he went through a difficult
period of social isolation. This period of intensive study shows language to be a key component
of Queneau’s personal education goals. A journal entry for late October 1921 gives an interesting
insight into his state of mind at the time, written after experiencing what he describes as a
“period of intellectual euphoria.” He enumerates a list of six “grands projets,”
1 - réapprendre l’anglais, le latin, le grec. apprendre l’italien, l’allemand
2 - logique - psychologie
3 - linguistique, Saussure (à fond) - Meillet - Bréal - Grammont
4 - psychanalyse - Relire Freud - Regis et Hesnard
5 - psychiatrie
6 - arriver enfin à ranger et à organiser mes notes. (Journaux 92)
While all six points offer interesting insight into Queneau’s extremely varied interests, our focus
here remains relegated to the first of these points, the study of language. The statement affords us
insight into where he sees himself at in his language studies and is telling for its placement atop
his list of priorities. In stating his desire to ‘relearn’ English, Latin, and Greek, and to ‘learn’
Italian and German, his use of “réapprendre” demonstrates a lack of confidence in his talents for
the first three and suggests that any efforts in Italian and German came after this period.
Queneau’s later interest in German philosophy (and his regular use of citation in the original
German) can attest to his following through with the latter, and during his trip to Italy in 1948,
his journals suggests that he is comfortable enough in Italian, going as far as to criticize that of
others and compare their experience in Italy to his own in Russia, where he could not speak the
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language at all (622). While it may have taken him some time to set to work on Italian and
German, the following summer provided a great boost to Queneau’s English.
In August 1922, Queneau set off on an eight-week trip to England that kickstarted his
English and reinforced his Anglophilia. His increasing comfort in the English language during
this period is evidenced less by what he writes in his journals and more by how they are written.
By 8 August 1922, French-English translanguaging1 becomes a regular feature of his journal
writing, as English conjunctions and prepositions begin to creep into his travel notes, which until
this point had been penned exclusively in French. 2 On 7 September, there is a first entry written
entirely in English (107), and from that point on, his travel diaries were written exclusively in
English until his return to Épinay on 26 September 1922. Over a decade before his first literary
translation work, Queneau was already in a position to write as a bilingual thinker. Eventually,
his study of languages and literatures other than French would provide him with an outside
source for literary inspiration, laying the groundwork for translational processes he would later
incorporate into his own French-language writing.
Prior to the rentrée in mid-October 1922, the journals show Queneau’s continued
commitment to his six-point plan, as he states that he is studying German during the weeks
leading up to the new semester (Journaux 109). English continues to crop up in his journal
entries through the rest of 1922, including an English-language citation from Poe, a fragmentary
re-write of “The Sleeper”: “Oh! may my sleep / Which is enduring, so be deep!” (111). Around
the time of the winter holiday break, Queneau again enumerates his current projects and
interests, which very neatly prefigure the encyclopedic erudition for which he would later be
known. This list includes: “Philosophie générale, méthodologie, histoire de la philosophie,
grammaire grecque, poésie anglaise, littérature française moderne, géométrie analytique, algèbre,
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analyse, logistique, logique, métaphysique” (Journaux 111). Queneau received his degree from
the Sorbonne in 1925 (the French licence), with certificates in general philosophy and logic
(1923), psychology and history of philosophy (1924), and moral and sociological history (1925).
He also was enrolled in the Faculty of Science from 1922 to 1924, where he studied mathematics
(Lécureur 54). During this period of intensive education, Queneau regarded the study of
languages as an overarching concern that connected the many elements of an ever-growing,
diverse list of disciplines and interests.

1.2 – Post-Sorbonne: Compulsory Military Service and Language
In the years immediately following Queneau’s time at the Sorbonne, several changes in his
situation played a role in the evolution of his language acquisition. First, he left France to
complete his obligatory military service. Upon his return, he renewed his association with the
Surrealist group, and took part regularly rather than as the peripheral acquaintance he had been
upon his departure. These key activities of the period continued to foster his acquisition and
reflections on language and shifted him toward his eventual vocation as a writer. His language
acquisition in this period was focused on English, German, and Arabic.
In 1925, Queneau’s journals were interrupted by his departure for his compulsory
military service. He left Paris for Batna, Algeria on 16 November 1925 (Journaux 126). It didn’t
take him long to find a way to incorporate the study of language into his new circumstances. Late
in 1925, stationed in Algiers, Queneau was interested by the local culture and way of life, and
asked his parents to send him the Arabic conversation manual located in his personal library
(Lécureur 87). Beginning in January 1926, he gave daily French courses to the Alsatians in his
regiment, and, in exchange, worked with them to improve his German (Lécureur 88). By August
of 1926, he was working at language acquisition on multiple fronts: his German improved from
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constant contact with his Alsatian colleagues, and he continued to work on his Arabic, which, in
late 1926, he could read but not write or speak. Language acquisition was an important result of
Queneau’s time in the Maghreb, and while he made limited use of his Arabic in later years, the
additional German he learned would prove to be very useful in his work with German
philosophy. Thinking ahead to his eventual return to France, he again took up the study of
English, deciding that he might eventually have to settle for a career as a teacher. He arranged to
regularly receive The Observer to keep on top of his English reading, and, with a possible
teaching or civil service career in mind, enrolled in correspondence courses through the École
Universelle.3 Queneau’s thought, according to Michel Lécureur, was that by mastering two
modern languages and adding some expertise in shorthand, he stood a better chance of finding
gainful employment than he would by relying solely on his philosophy degree. He enrolled in
two courses, business English and business, which he began in September 1926. He earned solid
grades at their culmination, being congratulated by his evaluator for his “seriousness, his
methodical mind, and his expansive knowledge” (Lécureur 93-94).
While Queneau had an interest in Arabic prior to his military service, 4 his serious efforts
in acquiring the language were specific to this period. He was intensely fascinated by the local
culture in the Maghreb and spent much of his free time exploring the cities and towns where he
was stationed. As Lécureur points out, Queneau’s acquisition of Arabic was expedited due to
studies with the captain’s batman, who had spent ten years in an Arabic school (95-96). Queneau
was introduced to Arabic literature by this aide, and he went as far as translating several Arabic
folk tales into French, one of which Lécureur describes:
L’un d’eux relate que les Arabes d’autrefois craignaient de rencontrer un borgne le matin.
Un jour, un roi, en voyant un, le fit bastonner et mettre en prison. Il fit cependant une très
bonne chasse, ce qui permit au borgne de demander le soir qui de lui ou du roi avait porté
malchance à l’autre. Le roi avait tué beaucoup de gibier alors que le borgne avait été jeté
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en prison, après une volée de coups de bâton. Le roi éclata de rire et le récompensa de
quelques pièces de monnaie. (96)
Excluding school exercises such as the thème and version, which, in France, are a very common
pedagogical language-acquisition method that involves short (and generally word-for-word)
translations both from (thème) and to (version) one’s mother tongue, it is quite possible that these
folktales translated from the Arabic are Raymond Queneau’s first literary translations. 5
The results of Queneau’s further study of English were felt upon his return to France. He
was offered a position at a financial institution in April 1927, the Comptoir national d’escompte
de Paris. The banality of this corporate employment frustrated Queneau and led him to focus not
only on his mathematics, but to consider a literary career as an option. The business world drove
Queneau further towards the arts, leading him to seek out other uses for his skills in English, and
pushed him towards creative enterprises such as the writing projects he began shortly thereafter.
During this period, Queneau continued to consider language acquisition a fundamental
necessity for his future. In an undated journal entry from 1927, after his return to Paris in March,
Queneau once again composed a list of his current preoccupations, which included among its
items several further mentions of language study: first, he states his intention to read Charles
Dickens’ Complete Works, “la plume à la main” (Journaux 133). This demonstrates that his
reading of Anglophone literature had by this point exceeded simple enjoyment and had acquired
a seriousness of intention. He further announces the importance of language study to his
scholarly intentions: “L’étude des langues doit continuer à rester une de mes principales
préoccupations – anglais – approfondir cette langue de plus en plus. Je voudrais être capable de
ce [blank] langage. Arabe. Latin. Allemand” (Journaux 133). By the mid-1930s, his language
studies and non-French reading began to be further complemented by his association with
similar-minded Anglophones, either in person, in the case of expats residing in Paris, or by
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correspondence with others in the United States. The role of this literary networking will be
further discussed in Chapter Two. This constant consideration of languages other than French
played an important role in shaping Queneau’s goals and activities during these years, a period
which culminated in the writing of his first novel, Le Chiendent, published in 1933. This novel,
according to Queneau, began as an attempt to translate René Descartes’ Discours de la Méthode
(1637) into français parlé-écrit6, and was home to his first experiments with the incorporation of
written orality into a more standard literary prose. It is not only an important early example of
Queneau’s efforts to expand his literary French by drawing from other languages he had acquired
during this period, but it will be paramount to our later discussion of his use of further
translation-related processes in his writing.

1.3 – Linguistic Interruption: From the Drôle de Guerre to the Armistice
Raymond Queneau was hired as the English reader for the French literary publishing house
Gallimard in 1938. By that time, he had published four novels with Gallimard, Le Chiendent
(1933), Gueule de pierre (1934), Les derniers jours (1936), and Odile (1937), as well as a novel
in verse with Denöel, Chêne et chien (1937). Les Enfants du limon would follow in July of that
year. Meanwhile, his journals from the summer of 1939 testify to the volume of English he had
begun to deal with in his new position; his English had evidently continued to improve
throughout the 1930s, although he was still far more comfortable reading than he was speaking.
He had done at least some work on his Greek during these years as well, as evidenced by the fact
that he had accepted a position, to begin 19 July 1939, as a teacher at the École Nouvelle, 7 where
he was to teach Greek, geography, and geometry (Journaux 355). Still, his lack of confidence in
his language skills remained a concern, and on this occasion, his anxiety was related to both his
upcoming role as a language instructor as well as his English-reader position at Gallimard:
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“Autre soucis: l’école, en serai-je capable; suis pas très fort en grec, en géométrie. Et j’ai 36 ans.
À mon âge apprendre un métier. Les 50 livres anglais envoyés par Seeligmann. 8 Toutes ces
lectures à faire et l’article s/ Conrad pour Volontés.9 Découragement” (Journaux 354-55).
Queneau frames this as a question of “learning a new career,” sensing the disconnect between his
years of language study and his prospective roles as an educator and a publisher. While both
positions as educator and literary editor were made available to him at least in part because of his
efforts in language acquisition, he was aware by this point that the ability to read a language,
even to translate from it, does not imply that one has the skills required to teach language classes
or to navigate the ins and outs of the literary business world. The pile of English reading for
Gallimard continued to grow and was later described as eighty volumes stacked upon the
fireplace hearth (Journaux 358). The outset of the war delayed these undertakings, which would
provide the impetus for Queneau to improve his English considerably.
As Gallimard was preparing to publish Queneau’s sixth novel, Un rude hiver, Queneau
was called to service with Échelon 3, the 155e Régiment d’infanterie de forteresse, on 27 August
1939 (Journaux 370). He was initially stationed in the Chanzy barracks at Stenay (Journaux
370), roughly 50km from Verdun, then, in September, at Le Cellier, some 25km northeast of
Nantes in the Loire-Atlantique, and finally at Fontenay-le-Comte, further south and nearer to La
Rochelle. While this interruption set back his publication schedule and his preparation for the
École Nouvelle, it also engendered an intensive language acquisition period that later benefitted
him in his new role at Gallimard by forcing him to further ameliorate his English. It also
provided him with an opportunity to renew his curiosity for the various forms and registers of his
native French, which would continue to have consequences for his writing. The varied regional
speech and argot of the men with whom he shared the barracks became a source of linguistic
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interest alongside a new push to improve his English.10 Queneau comments on these facts just
four days after his call to active service, noting that he has happened upon a manual for
commercial English. He was already familiar with this sort of manual from the time of his
compulsory military service in 1925-1927, remembering: “Or quand j’ai fait mon active j’ai fait
le certificat d’anglais commercial à l’É[cole] U[niverselle] par corresp[ondance]” (Journaux
372). This chance occurrence, coupled with the renewed interest brought about by Queneau’s
position at Gallimard, began an intensive period of English-language reeducation, although
Queneau’s English training along these business and military lines would remain tangential to
the more literary English he later made use of during his literary tenure at Gallimard. This
language study was largely motivated by his desire to leave the barracks to take on a position as
an English-language interpreter. His first formal request to be reassigned to an interpreter
position was sent on 20 September, but he was told several days later that there was little chance
of his receiving this assignment (Journaux 381-83). Applying repeatedly, Queneau argued that
he was qualified for such a position as “lecteur, pour les livres anglais, aux éditions la N.R.F., et
traducteur de plusieurs ouvrages anglais et américains” (Lécureur 234), although by Queneau’s
own admission, his spoken English wasn’t nearly as strong as his reading and writing. It’s hard
to say how well Queneau understood spoken English at this time, and the translation of a novel
over a period of months with access to outside reference is evidently quite different from
simultaneous oral interpretation in the heat of the moment. Further requests were sent out
consistently through the rest of his mobilization. Eventually, through a friendship with his
superior, he was assigned a private room and was put on office duty. This preferential treatment
afforded Queneau the time and space he required to work on his language studies and his novel
and seems to have come about due to his superior’s awareness of Queneau’s minor literary
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celebrity. With the way Queneau describes the unpleasantness of life in the general barracks,
there is little wonder that he would happily accept this privilege, but the fact of it also exposes an
elitism that at least in some part drove him to succeed in his search for literary reputation and the
public prestige of publishing.
Queneau did not wait passively during this eight-month period of mobilization, and his
obstinate desire to leave the barracks as an interpreter provided the impetus required for renewed
efforts in upgrading his language skills. He was provided the name of a woman from whom he
might take English lessons in nearby Viète, to whom he emphasized his need to speak English,
allowing that his reading and writing skills were superior to his oral abilities (Journaux 406).
Perhaps this discrepancy had dawned on him once he began to reflect on the skills he would
require should he receive the position of interpreter. On 20 November 1939, he paid his first visit
to Mme Souparis, “professeur d’anglais au collège de F[ontenay]-le-C[omte] (dit Viète); elle doit
m’aider à faire reluire mon anglais” (Journaux 407). Almost daily from this point he notes
spending at least an hour studying with Mme Souparis. Upon receiving the first of a series of
formal refusals to his applications in early December, he seems to vacillate, his focus shifting
away from practical oral skills and back to literature; he even brings up a new desire to learn
Romanian (Journaux 412). His lack of confidence in his abilities was still apparent, as he notes,
“Je fais un peu d’anglais tout en constatant que je ne suis pas un angliciste bien fameux”
(Journaux 412). Despite this regular uncertainty and frustration, he continued to study technical
military jargon in English, working with a Manuel du gradé. He also studied Anglophone novels
by writers like Rudyard Kipling with a dictionary next to him, intermittently continued his
lessons, drilled himself with thème and version translation exercises, and added German to his
subject list as summer drew near. His various books and manuals were supplemented by New
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Yorker magazines sent to him by Frank (Ferenc) Dobo, a literary agent and friend who would
later serve as Queneau’s representative in the United States. 11
This increased study had visible effects on Queneau’s English level. By February, as
during his trip to England in 1922, his again began to translanguage between English and French
increasingly in his journals, and even his dreams became preoccupied with language acquisition.
In his journal entry for 1 March 1940, he records the following dream:
Rêve de cette nuit. Je suis interprète. J’arrive. Je vais – mais où: mess des off[iciers] ou des
s/off[iciers]! Discussion autour d’une tranche de jambon que l’Anglais qui m’accompagne
ne trouve pas assez grande pour moi. Je cherche un mot pour « tranche » et trouve slice.
[…] Je parle de moins en moins bien anglais. C’est curieux que dans ma vie je n’ai jamais
pu réussir à apprendre quoi que ce soit. Le rêve de cette nuit était d’une extraordinaire
netteté, clarté, précision. (Journaux 445)
The entry from the following night is much the same, stating that he has again dreamed of
English and in English. While such dream analysis is interesting when related to Queneau’s
foray into Surrealism and his years-long work with psychoanalysis, it also reveals that
translation, via interpretation, had become a regular pattern of thought and concern for Queneau
during this period. He had already translated several novels from English to French by this time,
but this demonstrates that Queneau was truly living between two languages during these years,
even if there was still a clear lack of self-confidence regarding his oral language skills.
This period of acquisition was forcefully interrupted by the signing of the armistice on 22
June 1940. By late September, Queneau had returned home to Neuilly (Journaux 508).
Immediate preparations for his new position as instructor began; he was to teach three hours of
Latin, three hours of Greek, and an hour and a half of geography per week. He took on these
duties at the École Nouvelle on 1 October 1940 (Journaux 510). Queneau still felt unprepared for
his teaching duties and did not believe he knew the subject matter well enough to adequately
teach it. “Je ne suis vraiment pas qualifié,” he wrote on October 1 st. “Il s’agit simplement de se
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tirer d’affaire.” He considered refusing the position, and briefly toyed with the idea of setting
himself up as a bookseller, but eventually he settled in to his teaching (Journaux 510). This
employment helped span at least the initial part of the gap from Queneau’s months in the
barracks to the point when, a few years later, his duties at Gallimard became sufficiently
remunerative on their own. The improvement to his English during the ten previous months with
the armed forces helped prepare Queneau to succeed in his role as English reader at Gallimard,
and his work there only remained a secondary activity for less than a year.
Queneau would publish eleven more books by 1950, including seven novels (Les Temps
mêlés (1941), Pierrot mon ami (1942), Loin de Rueil (1944), On est toujours trop bon avec les
femmes (under the pseudonym Sally Mara, 1947), Saint Glinglin (1948), and Le Journal intime
de Sally Mara (1950, also pseudonymic), and three collections of poems, Les Ziaux (1943),
L’Instant fatal (1948), and Petite cosmogonie portative (1950). His interest in English continued,
but other languages interested Queneau during this period as well, a varied list which would
rotate in and out of priority over the next thirty years. An entry from 13 June 1949 helps to
demonstrate the immensity of his overall linguistic project, his great curiosity for languages other
than French, as well as his lack of self-confidence in any one of the languages he worked on:
Commencé (ou plutôt recommencé) le turc. Ça ne va pas durer longtemps. Les langues que
j’ai étudiées : français, latin, grec, anglais, allemand, espagnol, italien, portugais, roumain,
arabe, hébreu, danois, copte, égyptien hiéroglyphique, tibétain, chinois, bambara, ouolof,
provençal. Sans grand résultat. (Journaux 667)
Queneau dabbled in these languages when it suited him: generally, when he felt motivated, or
when his reading or writing gave him a reason. The notion of simply knowing or working with
many languages would replace any true specialization, with the sole exception of English, which
would remain crucial to Queneau’s work at Gallimard and his personal reading habits.
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While he followed these threads in many directions, Queneau remained organized about
his learning. Three decades after the culmination of his university education, he was still selfaware when it came to language acquisition and other scholarly pursuits. In the mid-1950s, much
as he had in 1922, Queneau again took stock of his self-educative goals. When compared to the
earlier lists, these demonstrate remarkable continuity in his pursuits and conscious dedication to
their application. By then in his early fifties, he enumerates what he refers to as his recent
travaux de rééducation: “1953-1954: anglais (vocabulaire). 1954-1955: géométrie; et un peu de
turc” (Journaux 909). Nearly forty years after his first English lessons outside of formal
education, he was still focused on maintaining and improving his English. Language acquisition,
along with mathematics, remained a consistent ambition and recreation throughout his entire life,
leading him to new goals and diversions at each step. And yet, there remains evidence of selfdoubt throughout; doubt when it came to his language skills, doubt about their applicability, and
a sense of skepticism about the education he had received from the outset. This is shown through
his repeated use in these lists of the term “rééducation,” which suggests a sense on his part that
the initial education he had received through the school system, and equally, his own sporadic
efforts to improve on his own, had not resulted in the level he desired. And yet, even if he lacked
the technical skills necessary to be a quality language instructor or a simultaneous interpreter,
these skills and the curiosity that drove him to continually add to them were enough to allow for
his work in translation and for the creative uses he would find for them in his writing.

2 – Queneau and Linguistics: For Literature’s Sake
Queneau’s readings of the linguists of the early twentieth century informed his beliefs about
language, and accordingly, formal linguistics played a role in the development of his writing
practices. At the Sorbonne, Queneau was accepted in logic and refused in linguistics in 1922, but
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despite this, his serious reading of linguistics began prior to that period. In his list of “grands
projets” drawn up in October 1921,12 a steady but selective interest in contemporary linguistics
was already visible, and this interest continued throughout most of his adult life.
In “Queneau et la linguistique,” Jean-Charles Chabanne points out that it is best not to
overstate Queneau’s grasp of linguistics. While Queneau was well-versed in certain linguistic
concepts, he was in truth not a linguist but instead an erudite reader, a writer whose curiosity
about language led him to read general and accessible works on the subject from an early age.
Without a doubt, the defining text for Queneau was Joseph Vendryes’ Le Langage, which he first
notes reading in February 1922, several months after its publication (Géhéniau I, 990). He went
on to cite this work for four decades, informing Georges Charbonnier in 1962 that he had been
greatly influenced by Vendryes. As Chabanne also notes, Queneau’s research into the fous
littéraires in the late 1920s and early 1930s already incorporated his interest in linguistics. 13
After splitting from Breton and the Surrealists in 1929, Queneau spent several years in the
Bibliothèque Nationale researching the lives and writings of published deviant (or “insane”)
writers from previous centuries, following in the footsteps of Charles Nodier. To move beyond
purely cataloguing the authors he found, as Nodier and others had already done, he appended
commentary based on his readings of contemporary psychology. The whole was to make up his
Encyclopédie des sciences inexactes; although he did not find a publisher for this work, he
incorporated sections of the research into his 1938 novel Les Enfants du limon. Traces of the
linguistic side of this research are preserved in a dossier at the Centre de Documentation
Raymond Queneau in Verviers, which contains “de nombreuses notes sur des auteurs de langues
imaginaires ou sur des grammairiens de fantaisie, sur des langues artificielles, des argots créés
par des enfants, etc.” (Chabanne I: 3). While this last set of notes in particular hearkens back to
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his earliest attempts at fiction, such as the world-building involved in his imaginary land of
Lusapie, the whole allows us to draw a line that runs from these youthful preoccupations through
his years involved with the Surréalistes, through his research into the fous littéraires, and on into
his own creative practice.
It is also important to recognize the role played here by Queneau’s interest in
psychoanalysis and psychology. When it came to the fous littéraires, whom he later preferred to
call les hétéroclites, the innovative (or, just as often, aberrant) linguistic angle that often fueled
their writing surely held a place of personal importance in this research, as he believed that
language dictates the possibilities and limitations of thought and expression. He hoped to be able
to understand their minds (and, in some cases, their illnesses) through applying contemporary
psychology and psychoanalytical theory to their writing alone. To decipher their reasoning,
Queneau felt he had to understand their linguistic preoccupations. 14 Queneau also expressed
interest in the possibilities of proto- and pre-Babelian language(s), which was another reason for
him to gravitate towards the fous littéraires, especially those following language-based
investigations, such as Jean-Pierre Brisset, who was counted among them even during his own
lifetime, or even Ferdinand de Saussure, whose work on anagrams would later see him included
within their ranks by Jean Starobinski and Michel Pierssens. 15

2.1 – Queneau’s Selective Association with Formal Linguistics
To determine the breadth of Queneau’s knowledge of linguistics, it is useful to look at how he
broaches the subject in his principal volume of language-focused writing, Bâtons, chiffres et
lettres (1950) and at how these essays work in conjunction with his literary endeavors. While
Florence Géhéniau goes as far as describing Queneau as being very well-versed in linguistics,
stating that “Queneau fit donc figure de véritable chercheur dans le domaine de la linguistique”
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(Géhéniau II: LX), Chabanne correctly asserts that Queneau’s knowledge of the discipline had
numerous holes. In fact, Queneau himself was under no illusion that he was a serious and wellrounded scholar of linguistics. Instead of regarding Bâtons, chiffres et lettres as language theory
that Queneau supported with his fiction and poetry, it is best to invert this prioritization: the
essays contained therein must be primarily seen as describing and defending certain experiments
Queneau had undertaken in his novels. In the eight essays in BCL’s initial section
“Préliminaires,” and in others collected in BCL or Le Voyage en Grèce, Queneau put forward his
own views on the purported ills of the contemporary French language, formulating a doctrine in
which he elaborated his notion of what he then referred to as français parlé-écrit. Whereas
formal linguistics takes a non-prescriptive stance, Queneau, coming from a creative and literary
background, felt that the writer had responsibilities towards language, and that new forms of
literary writing could effect change on what had become a stagnant literary tradition detached
from the current state of the language as it was in use.
In his essay, Chabanne insists that Queneau’s readings of contemporary and historical
linguistics leave out too many key texts for us to be able to consider him a linguist, suggesting
that after reading Vendryes, Queneau followed only a select few linguistic currents: those that
overlapped with elements of his own literary research and experimentation. While his overall
contention that Queneau cannot be described as a bona-fide linguist does not suffer for it,
Chabanne has overstated Queneau’s ignorance of the subject, basing his argument solely on
Florence Géhéniau’s two-volume compilation of Queneau’s reading lists, Queneau analphabète
(1992). Chabanne argues:
Donnons un exemple de ces ignorances ou de ces indifférences: le Langage de J. Vendryes
fournit un vaste panorama bibliographique en citant les ouvrages fondamentaux du
domaine de la linguistique générale à la date de l’année 1924. Mais de tout ce corpus, qui
représente les résultats les plus solides de la science linguistique européenne, Queneau
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semble n’avoir rien lu. Queneau n’a pas noté de lecture de Bally, ni de Bréal, ni de Brunot,
ni de Darmesteter, ni de Grammont, ni de Sechehaye, ni de Meillet, qui fut le maître de
Vendryes. Peut-on aller jusqu’à dire qu’il s’est contenté de la synthèse de Vendryes, sans
aller plus loin? (I: 7)
To this list of omissions from Queneau’s linguistic education, Chabanne also adds that
Saussure’s Cours de linguistique général does not appear in Queneau’s reading lists (I: 7). 16
While it is impossible to state definitively that Queneau did read all these key linguists,
Queneau’s journals demonstrate that he was indeed familiar with the work of many of them, and
even before he read Vendryes’ Le Langage. 17 As we have seen, Queneau included “linguistics”
on the list of “grands projets” he described in his journal in October 1921 (92). There, he notes
his intention to read Meillet, Bréal, and Grammont. Of these three, Bréal’s name is included on
lists of completed reading contained in the Journaux. In this entry, he also states his desire to
read Saussure’s Cours de linguistique général “à fond,” so we can intuit that he was already
familiar with it by 1921, whether or not it is logged in Géhéniau’s catalog. This familiarity with
Saussure also suggests that Queneau was aware of Saussure’s students Bally and Sechehaye,
who together edited the course notes for the publication of Saussure’s posthumous Cours in
1916. In Chabanne’s defense, much of this information was published after he wrote his article,
and he does allow that Géhéniau’s catalog has been shown to be incomplete. 18 While it does little
harm to Chabanne’s assertion that one cannot truly consider Queneau a linguist, it appears that
Queneau had a greater familiarity with these key linguistic thinkers than Chabanne believed.
Regardless of the light these more recently published journals shed on Queneau’s
linguistic thoroughness, Chabanne’s overall contention still holds water. Due to the relatively
narrow focus of Queneau’s linguistic readings, and because of the rigid consistency with which
he established his linguistic interests and position in writing, we must instead think of Queneau
as a writer with an interest in language rather than as a linguist. This was not a question of
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objective observation of language, as is the case within the field of linguistics, but rather a
personal search for linguistic-inspired stylistics born of a personal, and motivated interest in
language. Queneau felt the task of the writer was that of enriching and bringing to life the literary
language with which he wrote. To this end, his interest in linguistics was an extension of his
desire to write well, to write interestingly, and to write something new. Chabanne sums it up:
Queneau ne s’est jamais donné une véritable formation de linguistique. L’essentiel est
ailleurs: il s’y est intéressé parce que la linguistique lui apparaissait comme un levier avec
lequel il pouvait soulever plus sûrement les questions qui tenaient à cœur, questions
intimement liées au rapport de l’écrivain et du langage. (I: 10)
While Chabanne is correct in asserting that we cannot, technically speaking, consider Queneau to
be a linguist, the more interesting focus lies in the reasoning behind Queneau’s curiosity for the
subject and in the way in which he incorporated these interests into his writing. These readings
paved the way for much of his stylistic experimentation, and especially the use of certain
translation-based methods in his creative process.

2.2 – Raymond Queneau, Disciple of Joseph Vendryes
If we cannot consider Queneau to be a linguist, formally speaking, what role did institutional
linguistics have to play in his creative project? His interest in français parlé-écrit, which he later
called néo-français, played a part in the development of his literary style, and the beliefs he held
about language are at the root of his method of using translational processes in his writing. To
unearth the origins of these linguistic notions, a closer examination of his primary linguistic
sourcebook is very useful: Joseph Vendryes’ Le Langage – Introduction linguistique à l’histoire
(1921).
Many of the claims that appear in Queneau’s theoretical work can be found in Vendryes’
introduction. The relationship between language and thought announced by Vendryes would
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have been of great curiosity to Queneau, who, in the context of writing, sought to better
understand the relationship between affect, communication, and life, or, as Bally put it, “la triade
‘sentir-parler-écrire’” (qtd. in Meizoz 434). The book’s conclusion offers a wonderful
counterpoint that complements his interest in linguistic history, and ties to his supports for néofrançais. In questioning the progress of language, Vendryes offers an either/or scenario: if all
languages are descended from a perfect pre-Babelian tongue, then the history of language is a
tale of gradual decay into chaos. However, if there is truly a progress to language brought about
by diligent work, a positive evolution stemming from the improvements, embellishments, and
stretching of a language that are the task of the writer, then any perfect language is yet to come.
Vendryes also points out a further line of philological conjecture: if language has previously
reached perfection (407), possibly during the time of Demosthenes or Cicero, are we doomed to
deteriorate into linguistic chaos? Or can we hope to bring back a golden era of linguistic clarity?
Questions like these lie at the heart of Queneau’s efforts with français parlé-écrit, which were
brought about by his desire to expand literary language and through that, the potential of
communication.
The book’s fourth section is also relevant to Queneau’s efforts in carrying across outside
elements into his French-language writing. Its chapters “Les langues communes” and “Contact et
mélange des langues” are the source of many of the citations Queneau would use as he described
and defended his notion of français parlé-écrit. Further to these citations, here Vendryes
discusses the implications of contact between languages along economic, political, and social
lines. He also notes the value of bilingualism. Even more relevant, Vendryes explains that due to
previous contact and absorption, any speaker’s idiom is already a multilingual system to varying
degrees:
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L’unité de la langue que l’on parle, si nombreux que l’analyse y découvre d’éléments
étrangers, résiderait simplement dans la conscience du sujet parlant. Une langue peut bien
se fondre dans une autre: celui qui parle n’en aurait pas moins en passant de l’une à l’autre
un saut à franchir. (340)
This notion of one language “melting into another” can be seen in Queneau’s attempts to effect
change upon his own language through his writing. To expand and improve literary language,
reshaping not only how a writer communicates, but also what that writer may communicate, he
began to “melt” elements of oral French, which he considered a separate language, into
traditional written French. Alongside this, in many of his creative texts, he incorporated elements
of other languages and literatures into his writing. These translation-based techniques are quite
varied and include processes ranging from simple borrowings and calques to larger incorporation
of unattributed fragments from non-French literature into his text. These interlinguistic methods
provided Queneau with new material with which he could stretch his idiom, even while they
allowed him to further his role in the transmission of foreign culture and literature into France.
The goal of this, as suggested by his theoretical writings, was to allow Queneau and writers like
him to stretch the foundation of a literature, and through this, of literary language, over the
course of a single generation of readers. While this did not come to pass, the end results were
striking as far as developing a singular stylistics for his creative practice.
Vendryes provides further insight into this process of melting, describing the way
borrowings are incorporated into a language. He suggests that “l’emprunt de vocabulaire, aussi
loin qu’il soit poussé, peut donc rester en quelque sorte extérieur à la langue” (341), which is in
keeping with such a short-term revitalization program. From these surface-level borrowings,
Vendryes moves to the effect of calques, or loan translations, on their new host language. He
suggests that thanks to the calque, it is possible to speak Italian in Slovenian (342). Further
discussion of these contact phenomena, many of which are translation-related linguistic
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manipulations such as calques, borrowings, and the resulting “mixed languages,” brings
Vendryes to the following statement (a direct precursor to the realization Queneau described
having during his Voyage en Grèce):
Cet état linguistique a, comme on peut le croire, singulièrement favorisé l’établissement
d’une langue commune. Le jour où les dialectes grecs avaient déjà éliminé, sous l’influence
extérieure, quelques-unes de leurs particularités les plus sensibles, ils étaient plus aptes à
se fondre dans l’unité de la χοιυή […] Ainsi entre deux ou plusieurs langues différentes
placées en concurrence, il s’établit souvent une sorte d’équilibre, qui aboutit à la
constitution d’une langue mixte, servant de langue commune. (347)
This not only announces the Greek context that was later so crucial in the development of
Queneau’s néo-français, but also the prospect of a shared, inclusive language, a positive outcome
when one considers Queneau’s goal of improving the possibilities of literary communication
through the carrying across of français parlé-écrit and other outside elements into his texts.
As far as the possible efficacy of Queneau’s textual experimentations in the blending of
disparate systems, Vendryes makes several comments that can be read as validation of such a
program. “Si l’hybridation est admise,” he writes, “fondant en une même langue les caractères de
deux autres, il peut arriver que le passage d’un système linguistique à l’autre se fasse d’une façon
insensible. La génération nouvelle aurait changé de langue sans s’en apercevoir” (366). The
potential described here of an imperceptible transition supports a short-term revitalization that
would reduce the shock on the linguistic community. By adding that “[l]e vocabulaire peut se
transformer, même de fond en comble, sans que la langue en soit altérée sensiblement dans sa
structure phonétique ou grammaticale” (360), Vendryes suggests that neologisms, regional
vocabulary such as argot or patois, foreign borrowings, and certain calques can function within
habitual sentence construction and locution without causing a breakdown in communication.
When we consider Queneau’s admiration of the strengths and possibilities of other languages, his
inclination for non-French literatures, the incorporation of français populaire and other
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languages into his writing, and his deft hand at neologizing, not only do they amount to a search
for style, but they encapsulate a program for linguistic hybridization leading toward a common
modern tongue. This would be a new literary language capable of expressing the thoughts of a
new generation, a cosmopolitan pan-European-pro-Anglophone parlé-écrit that could be used to
express modern ideas and function as a shared living language. Rather than waiting for language
to evolve over time, Queneau sought to stir the pot himself in hopes of expediting matters, at
least where literature was concerned.
The roots of français parlé-écrit, or, as Queneau later renamed it, néo-français, are found
in Vendryes’ fifth section. While Queneau cites many of the relevant passages in Bâtons, chiffres
et lettres, there are other passages that have clearly influenced his thinking. For instance,
Vendryes states:
Ainsi l’usage est d’accord avec la tradition pour appuyer l’opposition de la langue écrite et
de la langue parlée. A vrai dire, elles ne se confondent jamais. C’est une erreur de croire
qu’un texte écrit puisse être l’exacte représentation de la parole. Contrairement à l’opinion
de bien des gens, on n’écrit jamais comme l’on parle; on écrit (ou l’on cherche à écrire)
comme les autres écrivent. (388-89)
For Queneau, it is this same opposition that sets the written and the oral apart. But if français
parlé-écrit is in keeping with his pursuit of a better mode of shared expression, one might ask
what it is that makes the oral language more modern or suitable than the written? As Vendryes
puts it, “La langue écrite est l’expression la plus caractéristique des langues communes. Et la
langue commune est par définition en conflit avec la langue parlée; celle-ci, cédant aux actions
individuelles, tend sans cesse à s’écarter de la norme idéale que représente la langue commune”
(389). On the side of written language lie convention and tradition; on that of the oral, the
possibilities of the individual. By opening a path to infuse individual variation into an accepting
norm, written language would be more open to new and unique communication needs.
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Much as Queneau would, Vendryes targets orthographic reform: “Ce désaccord éclate
dans la question de l’orthographe. Il n’est pas de peuple qui n’en souffre plus ou moins; mais on
sait que le français, comme l’anglais, en est particulièrement affligé. La misère orthographique
est chez nous considérée par certains comme une calamité nationale” (389). Interestingly, in his
work, Vendryes does not suggest a system of notation for a français parlé-écrit. Queneau later
took this step forward on his own, whereas Vendryes warns of the difficulties of such a system:
Imaginons une orthographe dite phonétique, enrichie de caractères variés, pourvue de
signes diacritiques; elle ne permettra jamais à quelqu’un qui n’aurait pas entendu parler la
langue d’en réaliser parfaitement la prononciation […] L’idée d’une orthographe
phonétique applicable à toutes les langues est chimérique, parce que le nombre des variétés
de prononciation est trop considérable pour que la graphie n’en soit pas toujours
approximative. (390-91)
The problem Vendryes indicates here would come from outside of a language community, and
would interfere with a foreigner trying to learn the language. However, this difficulty would be a
moot point when considering the possibility of a shared language, a common tongue forged
through the melting together of common elements.
Overall, Vendryes’ argument is pointed and direct, and his assessment of the state of the
French language at the turn of the twentieth century is echoed in Queneau’s later writings.
Vendryes further conjectures as to future possibilities:
Nombre de mots qui sont encore employés dans la conversation seront définitivement
relégués dans la langue écrite; on ne les apprendra plus que par les livres, nulle tradition
orale n’en maintiendra la prononciation. Il en sera de ces mots comme de mots étrangers
introduits par les livres dans une langue: nous disons rail ou wagon d’après la forme
imprimée, en appliquant une prononciation française à une orthographe anglaise; mais nous
disons bifteck, parce que nous devons ce mot à une tradition orale. (396)
This may have suggested to Queneau that if he was going to import words and spellings from
spoken français populaire, which he considered to be another language, into this hybrid written
français parlé-écrit, why not also words from the other languages he studied? Why translate
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from one source alone, if multiple sources could be assimilated into the target language? If these
borrowings were integrated carefully and not in overwhelming quantities, they would be
absorbed, taking on a French pronunciation and adding to a growing lexicon.
These ideas, along with those garnered from Queneau’s readings of Jules Marouzeau and
André Thérive, were drawn into his style on many levels, from phonetic representations such as
Zazie dans le métro’s famous opening cluster, “Doukipudonktan,” to his tendency to shift,
sometimes jarringly, from one register to another; to an inventive syntax drawn from that of oral
French; to translation-related borrowings and calques from other languages as well as from other
registers, dialects, and eras of his native French. All of these elements would infuse his writing
with a complex style that would be uniquely Raymond Queneau.

2.3 – The Decline of Queneau’s Fascination with Néo-Français
Queneau’s prominent fascination with what he later came to call néo-français was a focal point
of his experiments for over thirty years, but his point of view did eventually change. By the time
he was interviewed by Charbonnier in 1962, Queneau’s views on the problem, its possible
solutions, and their application, had evolved. His opinions on the subject transformed over time,
as new developments in linguistic theory, new personal interests such as the foundation of the
Oulipo, and the experience of writing a dozen more books of fiction and poetry combined to
modify that which for years had been a relatively static belief. In this interview, he begins to alter
his earlier stance on français parlé-écrit:
Naturellement il y a toute une gamme, il y a des variantes, depuis le français extrêmement
modifié jusqu’à ce français qui essaie de se rattacher au français dit correct, et qui
effectivement a une espèce d’influence retardatrice, de frein, sur l’évolution du français.
[…] C’est une chose qui modifie peut-être un peu ce que j’ai pu écrire précédemment à ce
sujet. Il me semble en effet que le développement des moyens de communication purement
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auditifs ajoute à l’illusion que le français écrit et le français parlé sont la même langue,
alors qu’en réalité ce sont deux langues différentes. (Entretiens 69-70)
By this time, he had realized that there was less homogeneity within each of the oral and written
states of the French language than he had previously believed there to be, seeing more clearly
that there were many regional and social variants, especially within oral French. Furthermore, he
noted that the continuing evolution of oral French had not proceeded at the rate he had expected,
having been affected by technological innovation such as radio and television, which had
functioned as a sort of brake to this ongoing evolution. This accounts for the hesitation with
which he champions français parlé-écrit when speaking to Charbonnier, although there was
evidently more to it than that.
After his translation of Amos Tutuola’s The Palm-Wine Drinkard in 1953, Queneau
abandoned literary translation as a secondary source of income in favor of work in radio and
film. Working with these media seems to have had an impact on his thinking. By the time he
spoke with Charbonnier, Queneau had a different opinion on the possibilities of français parléécrit, and for what it could mean for the novel. He also saw a further disconnect between
français parlé-écrit and the written approximation of this orality. He had come to realize that his
attempts to recreate the oral in writing could never be more than a representation of the oral, and
were thus the writing of a third, separate form of French. By 1946, when he published
“Connaissez-vous le chinook?” in Les Lettres Françaises, he began to qualify this written
approximation of oral French as néo-français instead of français parlé-écrit, borrowing a term
from his earlier readings in linguistics, either directly from Charles Bally or from one of his
disciples, Joseph Vendryes or Jules Marouzeau. In discussing this with Charbonnier, he further
points out that it is necessary to differentiate français parlé-écrit from a true phonographic
notation, which is an awareness that evidences Queneau’s scientific preoccupations as well as his
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interest in anthropology. He explains this further disparity and hints at some of the barriers he
has encountered working toward the renewal of literary language:
C’est assez complexe, parce que, lorsqu’on écrit le français parlé, il est bien évident que ce
qui est écrit n’est jamais une notation phonographique du langage parlé; c’est pour cela
qu’au lieu de “français parlé” j’aimerais mieux dire “néo-français” ou quelque chose
comme cela; il est écrit, et, en étant écrit, il devient l’objet et le sujet des mêmes règles et
de la même élaboration littéraire qu’une autre langue, c’est-à-dire qu’il y a aussi bien des
valeurs de style en français parlé, ou néo-français, qu’en français écrit ou français dit
classique. Ce n’est pas uniquement de la phonographie, c’est, si vous voulez, écrire une
autre langue française, un autre français parce que sa syntaxe et son vocabulaire sont très
différents de la syntaxe et du vocabulaire du français disons officiel. (Entretiens 73-74)
The integration of borrowings from oral French into written form resulted in its transformation
because of the rules governing the written form itself, much like derivations from Latin or Greek
bring some of their own rules with them and follow others particular to the host language.
Queneau’s awareness of the impossibility of a true recreation of the oral in written form was also
affected by new developments in linguistic thought during the late 1950s and early 1960s.
In the years following the 1962 interview, Queneau’s position on the viability of néofrançais had changed to the point that he took a public step back. This theoretical reversal in
Queneau’s position comes in “Errata,” published in the N.R.F. in April 1969. In this essay, he
explains his declining interest for néo-français:
Et pourquoi tiens-je maintenant à faire cette rectification? C’est que cette question de “néofrançais” me paraît moins importante; ou, plutôt, je m’aperçois que les théories que j’ai
soutenues à ce sujet n’ont pas été confirmées par les faits. Le “néo-français” n’a progressé
ni dans le langage courant, ni dans l’usage littéraire. Au contraire, il a reculé. Le “français
écrit” non seulement c’est maintenu, mais c’est renforcé. (Voyage 221-22)
As he had in 1962, Queneau attributes this reinforcement of standard written French to new
technological developments and modern media: audio-visual communication. For Queneau, the
widespread gains of television over the previous decades effectuated a stabilizing influence on
the French language, an outcome which he suggested might also wipe out regional dialects and
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local patois (Voyage 225). While these technological factors suggest some possibilities for his
about-face, there were also other factors at play.
To understand the reason for Queneau’s shift away from these notions, it is necessary to
look past the explanations Queneau gave during the 1960s, which culminated with the “Errata.”
Several important details from Queneau’s life take place in the gap between “Écrit en 1955” and
Entretiens avec Georges Charbonnier. The first was the success of Zazie dans le métro,
published by Gallimard in January 1959. Zazie was hugely popular, and as it incorporated many
instances of Queneau’s néo-français, it is quite possible that he felt anything he should follow it
with would necessarily seem derivative if it were to rely too heavily on the same methods.
Perhaps more important still was the formation of the Oulipo in 1960, co-founded by Queneau
and François Le Lionnais.
Alongside the formation of this now-seminal literary group, Chabanne notes a waning of
Queneau’s interest in linguistics after 1960, which can be explained by several factors. First, he
points out a gradual decline in interest, on the part of Queneau and other members of the group,
for the formalist methods that had dominated the previous years. Citing from the comptes-rendus
of the group’s monthly meetings in the early 1960s, Chabanne notes among the Oulipians a
general disdain for formal linguistics, suggesting “sometimes curiosity, but often hostility”
towards institutional linguistics (I: 5). For instance, Chabanne cites the meeting of 23 February
1963, during which Queneau declares, “Je me demande quels sont nos rapports avec la
linguistique. Et encore si un linguiste ne devrait pas figurer parmi nous. Certes, et bien sûr, nous
ne faisons pas de linguistique: nous sommes au-delà” (I: 5-6). This apparent disdain for
institutional linguistics was above all predicated on a difference in objectives.
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For Chabanne, the divergence between the Oulipo and formal linguistics was a
divergence in both aim and method, with the Oulipo moving away from an observational science
in favor of a collision between mathematics, literature, and affectivity:
On peut comprendre la distance prise par Queneau et l’Oulipo d’avec la linguistique
institutionnelle. Cela tient d’abord à une divergence fondamentale dans la relation au
langage: le travail du linguiste se définit dans un cadre “scientifique,” il s’efforce de
n’entretenir avec le langage qu’un rapport d’observateur objectif. Le projet de l’Oulipo
déborde ce cadre froid en y réintroduisant l’esthétique et l’affectif, comme le rappelle cette
définition collective de 1961: “L’OuLiPo: organisme qui se propose d’examiner en quoi et
par quel moyen, étant donné une théorie scientifique concernant éventuellement le langage
(donc l’anthropologie), on peut y introduire du plaisir esthétique (affectivité et fantaisie).”
Dès lors, le projet de l’Oulipo est un projet littéraire, c’est-à-dire langagier et non
linguistique. (I: 6)
Alongside the desired inclusion of this non-objective personal affectivity, there are other
differences in method that set apart the Oulipo of the early 60s from contemporary groups still
more in tune with the structuralist model such as their contemporaries at Tel Quel. As Christelle
Reggiani notes in Oulipo mode d’emploi, the Oulipo was not bound by the strict structuralist
principals of linguistics in the way they addressed the materiality of language. She elaborates:
[…] les contraintes oulipiennes sont d’abord, et pour l’essentiel, des contraintes littérales:
en quête d’un élémentaire homologue de l’élément mathématique qui fait office de
comparant usuel, elles ont en général affaire à la lettre, qui autorise en effet la transposition
– fût-elle approximative – des structures mathématiques. Or, la lettre représente une
instance graphique plutôt que linguistique, voire précisément infralinguistique en ce
qu’elle ressortit à un ordre inférieur à celui du morphème. (69)
In linguistics, the minimal unit of study is the morpheme, whereas by often working at the level
of the letter (lipograms, anagrams, acrostics, beaux présents, etc.), Reggiani suggests that the
Oulipo sided with mathematics and rhetoric over linguistics and structuralism (68). Accordingly,
while many linguistic concepts were of interest to the Oulipo, for their literary purposes, the
observational system of classification used in formal linguistics was overly rigid and restricted
what they saw as the material potential of language. Queneau himself attempted a linguistic
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classification of Oulipian constraints in 1974,19 but as Reggiani puts it, “la typologie de Queneau
déçoit pourtant par la relative incohérence de ses catégories et opérations linguistiques” (67).
While there was an interest in systems, these were creative systems that did not necessarily
adhere to strict linguistic typology. Personal frustrations, changing interests, and new currents in
linguistics that appeared during the 1950s were all factors that led Queneau away from
linguistics. This gradual shift in interests lessened his desire to pursue néo-français and
diminished its central role in his creative project.
While Queneau’s language-focused criticism may seem to form a manifesto of sorts, we
must instead see these essays as attempts to explain and validate the stylistic experiments already
at play in his fiction as early as 1932. More importantly, during those years, Queneau saw the
role of the writer as that of caretaker to the common tongue of his reading public, and as such,
his primary goal was to stretch and enhance the possibilities of literary language as a tool of
expression. Regardless of how prominent Queneau’s push for néo-français had seemed, no
matter how crucial he made the debate out to be, it was but part of a larger series of motivated
and stylistic questions, which in turn were part of his understanding of the role of the writer and
that of literature in general. As he put it in Écrit en 1955:
À travers la question de la divergence entre le français écrit et le français parlé, de la
réforme de l’orthographe, de la nature exacte du dialogue […] à travers donc tous ces
problèmes, en apparence seulement de linguistique ou de grammaire […], il s’agit en réalité
de questions en fait très simples et immédiates, il s’agit de l’homme, de la vie, de l’homme
contemporain, de la vie contemporaine. (BCL 86)
For Queneau, néo-français was more than anything a way of carrying across new elements into a
literature that had grown stagnant in hopes of bringing about literary change that would be
reflected back onto society in a positive way. And the importance of linguistics in this enterprise
was a question of legitimacy, one of authenticity and, above all, one of personal and creative
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curiosity. As he told Charbonnier, “Moi je ne cite les linguistes qu’à l’appui de ma thèse, enfin…
à l’appui de ce que moi je sens, à savoir que j’ai envie d’écrire dans la langue qui est vivante,
dans la langue de tout le monde” (Entretiens 71). By supporting the experimentation at play in
his creative stylistics with claims from institutional linguistics, dated though they were, Queneau
sought to ground his work in a tradition of thought that had greatly influenced him in his youth,
to validate his experimentation, and to showcase his erudition. The literary endeavor that resulted
from these efforts allowed him to combine the many facets of his curiosity for language into an
overall creative project that combined his work as a writer, his forays into literary translation, his
use of other translational processes, and through his role as a publisher, his role in the
transmission of foreign literatures and cultures.

3 – Queneau, French, and Néo-français: Drawing from Without
Raymond Queneau’s opinions on language were usually presented within the discourse of his
position on writing. As a writer, publisher, but also a literary critic, he had plenty of opportunity
to expose his views on writing, both his own and that of others, past and present. Many of these
texts, articles largely written between the late 1930s and the early 1960s, have been collected
into two volumes of essays: Bâtons, chiffres et lettres, first published in 1950 and revised in
1965, and Le Voyage en Grèce, published in 1973. Bâtons contains essays on language and
writing, either previously published in journals or new to the volume, as well as introductions
written for books by the likes of Flaubert and Faulkner, theoretical experiments, and, after its
1965 revision, texts related to constrained writing and the literary collective co-founded by
Queneau in 1960, the Oulipo. Le Voyage en Grèce is largely comprised of critical reviews
Queneau wrote for journals such as La Critique Sociale, La Bête Noire, and Volontés.
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As we have seen, Queneau’s statements on language were not those of a formally-trained
linguist. Nor was he a philosopher of language in the tradition of Frege or Wittgenstein, although
he did read much of the latter’s work during the 1960s. As Queneau himself points out in
“Philosophes et voyous,” an essay written around 1940, though he was well-versed in
philosophy, Queneau was a writer, not a philosopher (Voyous). Instead, we must consider
Queneau’s writings on language as the expression of a curious literary mind with an active stake
in the possibilities of language in written expression. His writings on language should thus be
examined in the context of what they are: language-related beliefs that can be seen as the
principal focuses of a writer who thought and read about language a great deal. Among the
thoughts presented in his theoretical essays, it is easy to single out two principle points to which
Queneau returns time and time again:
(1) He considered poetry to be the highest form of literary writing and sought to apply its
principles to the writing of prose. Along with his affinity for mathematics, this gave rise to his
formal conceptualization of the constrained novel. Examples of this will be seen in my analysis
of Le Chiendent and other works.
(2) He held a deep-seated fascination from early in his career with the gulf dividing
written and oral French, which he expressed on many occasions by way of his position on what
he first called langage parlé-écrit, and later néo-français.
To avoid any confusion, it is important to note the subtle difference between two terms
here which are sometimes incorrectly employed in an interchangeable way. In “Écrit en 1937,”
Queneau variably referred to the written recreation of oral French as “langage parlé écrit,” “un
français moderne écrit,” “français nouveau,” “un troisième français,” or simply as “style oral”
(BCL 13-26). Around 1946, he began to use the term néo-français, initially to refer to
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innovations in French during the Renaissance, but by 1962, when interviewed by Charbonnier, to
the actual results of attempting to integrate this oral language into writing. By that time, he
understood that since it was not true phonetic (or phonographic) representation, it was something
distinct from both oral and written French, and that this third language, by the very nature of its
integration into more standard French writing, was altered by certain rules of the host language.

3.1 – The Tongue and the Quill: A Tale of Two Frenches
Queneau made it clear that the division between oral and written French was one of his primary
preoccupations. “Nous parlons deux langues, tout comme les Grecs;” he wrote in “Langage
académique,” an article published in Les Lettres françaises in April 1946, “la ‘cathaverousa’
[sic] (langue pure) est usitée par les journalistes et les fonctionnaires; la ‘démotique’ (populaire)
par les poètes. Malheureusement, ici, à quelques rares exceptions près, les poètes parlent la
langue ‘pure’ et les fonctionnaires et les journalistes aucune langue du tout” (BCL 48-49). This
hyperbolic statement leaves one to wonder whether it was somehow truly possible for Queneau
to believe in the existence of a “pure language,” which is viewed as impossible by linguists. It
also demonstrates the linguistic hierarchy he felt his privileged place in literature afforded him.
Given his dark sense of humor, one hopes he is simply trying to drill the point home. In any case,
the exaggeration marks the strength of his convictions with regard to these two concepts that
greatly influenced what he would write about, and how he would write it.
This chasm separating the catharevousa from the demotic in Greece was, in Queneau’s
mind, similar in many ways to how he saw the split between written and oral French. This notion
was not of his own invention, as other writers (most notably Céline) had successfully
experimented with the incorporation of français parlé-écrit into the novel during the interwar
years. For Queneau, it was directly connected with ongoing discussions in literary circles, printed
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in venues such as Le Figaro littéraire, investigations into how the novel could move forward
during a period troubled by impending international conflict. Queneau came to be recognized as
one of néo-français’ major proponents in French writing because of his literary stature and his
application of techniques spawned by his considerations on the subject. And, as if they went
hand in hand, he often coupled this question of français parlé-écrit with his other key literary
fixation, his belief that the poetic and the formal were inextricably tied together, even in prose.
For Queneau, this had at its roots a correlation between the goals of writing, the aims of poetry,
and the tools of language that lay at the base of his chosen vocation. The perceived stagnation of
French literature was a conundrum that forced him to seek a way forward and that path involved
changing the language with which he wrote. As he told Ribemont-Dessaignes in 1950:
Je ne crois pas au langage qui se prend pour ce qu’il n’est pas, je ne crois pas à une poésie
qui serait mensonge. C’est l’exactitude qui donne toute leur valeur aux métaphores les
moins évidentes. Un Empereur changea les mœurs des Chinois en modifiant la langue,
voilà qui me paraît fort possible. Il y a une force du langage, mais il faut savoir où
l’appliquer, il y a différentes sortes de levier [sic] et l’on ne soulève pas un bloc de pierre
avec un casse-noisettes. (BCL 44)
Queneau believed he saw a way forward for literature and a way for him to effect change on
society by effecting change on language. He felt that by modifying the manner in which
something was written, he could change the way it would be read and understood.
As his opinions on the French language and his literary concerns were inextricably
linked, they were often tied together in the way he presented his stance on literary questions. For
example, in the summer of 1940, while in Saint-Léonard-de-Noblat after the armistice, Queneau
responded to André Billy’s inquiry into the future of the novel. In his reply, published in the
pages of Le Figaro littéraire, Queneau begins by asserting his view on the primacy of the poetic
within the novel, and then proceeds to tie this directly to his primary linguistic fascination, le
langage parlé-écrit:
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Bref, il doit tendre à la poésie et en accroissant son propre domaine se perdre dans le
domaine de celle-ci. Car la poésie reste la forme majeure et originelle de toute littérature.
Par ailleurs, je crois que peuvent se développer des possibilités de langage (donc encore de
forme) et que de nouveaux efforts seront tentés pour imposer le langage parlé (populaire)
et atteindre ainsi un nouveau stade de la langue française […] Peut-être n’est-ce pas là
l’“avenir”. En tout cas c’est dans ces deux directions que j’ai travaillé, avec plus ou moins
de succès […] (Lécureur 240)
This pre-eminence of poetry over prose, or rather this focus on the role of the poetic within
prose, demonstrates Queneau’s formal and stylistic stance, and allows him to briefly but
succinctly lay out his poetic of the novel, a topic he expanded upon greatly in the years to follow.
In this aesthetic, the notion of the poetic refers not only to more traditional conceptions such as
the weight, rhythm, and sound of words, but also brings along with it, in its incorporation into
the prose novel, the implications, constraints, and possibilities of poetic form. As for the “new
stage” of the language to come, here Queneau announces his hopes for the success of his creative
experimentation. This hybrid (or in many instances multifaceted) form of writing, one that
incorporated non-standard elements such as “le langage parlé (populaire)” alongside formal
experimentation drawn from poetry, philosophy, or the sciences, was his attempt to go with the
current of what he saw as the evolutionary possibilities of the language. If the language evolved
as he hoped, it would set his work among the vanguard of a major new literary tradition. For
Queneau, this fusion of one French into another was one translational process among many, as
alongside the insertion of materials from spoken French, he also incorporated outside elements
from other languages and literatures by methods such as borrowing, calques, and unmarked
interlinguistic citation.
It did not take Queneau long to begin testing these literary notions in his writing. In fact,
he experimented from the very outset with the incorporation into his prose of elements
traditionally relegated to poetry, prioritizing such formal concerns in his first novel, Le
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Chiendent (1933),20 and incorporating a large section of verse into his second novel, Gueule de
Pierre (1934). In December 1937, in a piece published in Volontés entitled “Technique du
roman,” Queneau used his first three novels as test subjects for an explanation of his poeticoformal concerns. To demonstrate his belief that the formal concerns of poetry must also be those
of prose, he provides a pithy description of his disdain for formless and rambling writing, stating
that strict organization was for him indispensable to the construction of a novel:
N’importe qui peut pousser devant lui comme un troupeau d’oies un nombre indéterminé
de personnages apparemment réels à travers une lande longue d’un nombre indéterminé de
pages ou de chapitres. Le résultat, quel qu’il soit, sera toujours un roman. […] Mais, pour
ma part, je ne saurais m’incliner devant un pareil laisser-aller. Si la ballade et le rondeau
son péris, il me paraît qu’en opposition à ce désastre une rigueur accrue doit se manifester
dans l’exercice de la prose. (BCL 27-28)
This belief in the need for a rigid preorganization of the novel’s form, echoing the strict formal
concerns of traditional poetry through such methods as thematic and situational rhyme, is
detailed in his essay “Technique du roman,” and would be consistent in his work for years after.
Queneau’s chief interest in the importance of these ideas was in what they could do for
him as a writer. As he saw it, a writer had two primary concerns: first, the need for a rigid and
well-conceived poetic and formal construction, and second, a careful, appropriate, and motivated
choice of idiolect. As he put it in “Écrit en 1955,” “Avant d’écrire, l’écrivain choisit, autant que
possible, la langue dans laquelle il va rédiger ce qui lui semble nécessaire d’être dit. Le problème
paraît simple, il ne l’est pas tellement” (BCL 63). By mentioning this choice on the part of the
writer, he again addressed the schism he saw between the written and the oral, but not
exclusively: he also suggests a responsibility on the part of the writer to explore the varieties of
expression within the regionally and socially diverse states of the French language itself.
From the genesis of his first novel in 1932 until the early 1960s, Queneau’s questions on
the nature of language and its relation to literature returned again and again to néo-français. He
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felt that this new form of literary expression, already experimented with in French literature
since Louis-Ferdinand Céline’s Voyage au bout de la nuit (October 1932) and Queneau’s own Le
Chiendent (October 1933), was a fundamental question for the future of the novel. Alongside
other forms of experimentation and other processes involving translation, these beliefs were
integral to Queneau’s literary style.
Examples of these various stylistic processes can be found throughout Queneau’s oeuvre.
While I will examine the use and effect of these different methods in greater detail in Chapter
Four, a few initial examples at this stage will help to better contextualize the manner in which he
mobilized these ideas. First, it must be said, rarely if ever did Queneau make use of a single
process in isolation, although certain works make more or less use of certain notions than others.
When he drew elements from outside languages and literatures, sometimes it was by engaging
intertextually with other literatures via marked or unmarked citation, sometimes it took the form
of borrowings or calques. Often these citations and borrowings, whether they were from
Anglophone literature, from a more distant tongue such as English, or a closer neighbor to
literary French such as français parlé-écrit, would themselves be treated to various
manipulations during their integration into the host language. The incorporation of néo-français
took on a variety of forms, making use of combinations of the different aspects Queneau saw as
being at its root. Sometimes the operation was based on pronunciation and orthography, as
simple as swapping in the parlé-écrit approximation “meussieu” for the standard “monsieur,” as
Queneau took to doing as early as the first chapter of Le Chiendent (Œuvres II, 6). On other
occasions, the process was more focused on non-standard syntax and external lexicon, such as in
Loin de Rueil, in which he writes, “C’est rien bath ici qu’elle dit Lulu Doumer avec ses quatorze
ans” (Œuvres III, 74). Here, he makes use of both parler populaire and an oral syntax, or, as
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Daniel Delbreil describes this interjection in the notes to the Pléiade edition, “Formule
caractéristique par sa construction (‘C’est rien…’) et par le lexique (bath: chouette, épatant) du
parler familier des années 1940-1950” (Œuvres III, 1613). The use of insertions sourced from
languages other than French are also extremely varied, ranging from orthographically
manipulated insertions such as the “bloudjinnzes” Zazie so desperately wants in Zazie dans le
métro (Œuvres III, 590) to full translanguaging such as “Mon petit vieux, lui répondit Gabriel,
mêle-toi de tes cipolles. She knows why and she bothers me quite a lot” (620). As to examples of
unmarked citation, from French literature or from languages other than French, we need look no
further than several of Queneau’s titles for easy examples: On est toujours trop bon avec les
femmes (1947) is Queneau’s loose translation of a line from the final chapter of Faulkner’s
Mosquitoes, whereas Le Dimanche de la vie (1952) is a line borrowed from Hegel’s lectures on
Aesthetics (1820-1829). More complicated examples, found buried within his prose itself and
including citations translated from literatures other than French or intentionally modified literary
citations from the French literary canon, will also be examined in Chapter Five, under the rubric
of “local-scale translation processes.” In combination, these methods make up the most
recognizable stylistic elements of Queneau’s writing, and their origins and evolution are to be
found first in Queneau’s readings about language during the 1920s, and later in his critical
writing on language spanning from the late 1930s into the mid-1950s.

3.2 – The Genesis of Queneau’s Fascination with Néo-français
The genesis of Queneau’s fascination with what he came to call néo-français can be traced to
several specific incidents. In essays written years after the fact, he pinpointed his four-month trip
to Greece in 1932 as the time when his awareness of the divide between written and oral French
became for him an issue of literary and social importance. It was during this trip that he wrote
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the bulk of Le Chiendent. He first directly broaches the subject of néo-français in “Écrit en
1937,” explaining that it was during this trip to Greece that he first understood the relationship
between what he had read in Vendryes and the trends he was seeing in the French language.
Queneau’s key realization during this trip involved equating the split between the catharevousa
and the demotic in Greek with the division between written and oral French. While his stylistic
experimentation in Le Chiendent demonstrates that these reflections had already taken place as
early as the summer of 1932, Queneau’s defense and illustration of néo-français did not appear
in published form until later, with pieces such as “Langage académique” and “Connaissez-vous
le Chinook” appearing first in Les Lettres françaises in the late 1940s, and “Écrit en 1937” and
“Conversation avec Georges Ribemont-Dessaignes” first appearing in Bâtons, chiffres et lettres
in 1950. These essays offer important insight into the gestation process of these ideas, because
although the voyage to Greece may have been the moment of crystallization for Queneau, they
also indicate several earlier instances that contributed to this realization.
As we have seen, one of these other early factors that was foundational to Queneau’s
theorization of néo-français was his reading of Joseph Vendryes’ Le Langage. There is no
underestimating the impact of the French linguist’s work on Queneau; in “Écrit en 1937,” he
qualifies it as “magistral” (BCL 14). Second to this, Queneau also relates in these essays that he
had been taken by an obsession for learning foreign languages ever since he was young, and that
it was likely through this study that he had first become aware of a pronounced difference
between written and spoken French (BCL 13-14). Another stage in his understanding came when
he began to seriously apply himself to the study of English; he ascribes this to his reading of
certain books on English slang (such as J. Manchon’s Le Slang: Lexique de l’anglais familier et
vulgaire (Payot, 1923)), which brought with them the notion of a spoken language, and, even
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more importantly, of a langage parlé-écrit, which he saw as a transitional stage in the birth of a
new language that connected the oral phase to the eventual written phase (BCL 14). During the
late 1920s and the 1930s, foreign writers, and especially Anglophone literature, had a further
hand to play in Queneau’s understanding of his native French: as Jérôme Meizoz points out,
Queneau found parallels to the ideas he had drawn from his readings of linguists such as
Vendryes and Marouzeau in the work of Anglophone authors such as Joyce, Conrad, and
Faulkner. His reflection on their works, in turn, brought new understandings of registral
differences and stylistic possibilities (426), and also later served as material sources for the
translational processes he used in his own writing. 21 He was also impacted by the contact he had
with dialectal French, argot and Parigot during his compulsory military service, which
engendered an awareness that there was more to his native language, and more specifically, that
there were more varieties of the French language than the one he had been exposed to in the
limited social sphere in which he had been brought up.
By extending the Greek language debate to include the French language, Queneau was
putting himself in a position to make use of his discovery. This realization, as he would present
it, was tied to the emergence of linguistics as a field of study that opposed the conventions of
prescriptive grammar, but for Queneau it remained a literary question related to the potentialities
of his craft. After all, these were problems that had been elucidated in the first decades of the
twentieth century by a new generation of linguists following up on the work of Swiss linguist
Charles Bally. However, Queneau’s own innovations and contributions were more in the manner
in which he made use of these ideas in his work as a writer of poetry, prose, and criticism.
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3.3 – Queneau and Néo-français: A Three-Point Problem
For Queneau, the illusion of homogeneity was no longer applicable to the French language. As
he wrote in 1955, “Le bilinguisme est donc nécessaire en France, les deux idiomes choisis étant
l’un le français et l’autre le néo-français” (BCL 66). Socially, it was as much a question of old
versus new as it was of oral versus spoken: there were established hierarchies that needed to be
set aside. And while Queneau saw a disconnect between the written and the spoken, it is crucial
to note, as Vendryes had written years before, that for Queneau, it was no longer a difference
between two forms of the same language. Instead, he cast these two sides as separate languages
and since he saw two French languages, one spoken and one written, he reasoned that one could
provide material for the other through an act akin to translation.
In Queneau’s mind, and following from Vendryes’ reasoning, the integration of français
parlé-écrit into French literature necessitated a triple reform. As Queneau put it, since written
French was no more than the codified remains of a dead and mummified language, related to the
oral language in the same way that Latin had been to the vulgar tongue some twelve hundred
years prior, its transformation needed to occur on several levels. Queneau insisted:
Pour passer du français écrit ancien, né à la Renaissance, fixé au XVIIe siècle et légèrement
rénové par les Romantiques, pour passer de ce langage, qui ne fait que se survivre, à un
français moderne écrit, au troisième français, correspondant à la langue réellement parlée,
il faut opérer une triple réforme, ou révolution: l’une concerne le vocabulaire, la seconde
la syntaxe, la troisième l’orthographe. (BCL 20)
His prioritization of three categories (vocabulary, syntax, and orthography) was not based on
which element of the language was the most obvious in print. As he saw it, the roman populaire
and works derived from the genre did no more than take up blue-collar characters and imitate
popular speech in dialog through the insertion of large quantities of argot. This was beside the
point for Queneau, who admits to not being overly taken with the populaire, neither
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linguistically, socially, nor politically. However, he saw no reason that langage populaire
shouldn’t hold the same status as the written tongue, and he saw in it new possibilities for the
literary writer. As he put it, “Il s’agit donc non de réforme, mais de création” (BCL 25). For
Queneau, this was the main point: it was neither a political position, nor a case of repairing or
reworking written French, but instead the inception of a new literary language with an extended
vocabulary, an orthographic system rooted in sound, and a syntax more closely related to the
way French speakers convey information in the oral.

3.4 – The Néo-français Lexicon: For a New Vocabulary
In incorporating the available lexicon of orality into literature, Queneau cautioned against an
overreliance on argot, the language favored by contemporary writers of the roman populaire,
which he saw as no more than one tool among many. “Et que l’on comprenne bien qu’il ne s’agit
pas de remplacer le français par l’argot, qui n’est point une langue, mais un vocabulaire en
transformation,” he wrote in “Écrit en 1937” (BCL 20). Alongside the use of argot, he suggested
the borrowing of terms from other languages, he pointed out the facility the French language
offered for the creation of neologisms, and he left room for any manner of “fantaisies et
inventions personnelles” (BCL 20, my emphasis). And yet, while he did not see argot as an allencompassing solution to the stagnant state of writing, he also refused to condemn its usage,
supporting its integration within a new common language. He elaborated on this distinction in
“Écrit en 1955,” noting that argot was not nearly as ephemeral as its detractors tended to insist:
Quoiqu’il faille nettement différencier le langage populaire de l’argot, je signale au passage
combien faible me paraît l’argument qui vise et condamne l’emploi de l’argot en littérature,
à savoir que c’est une langue qui se démode et devient rapidement incompréhensible.
Passons sur la question temps – un peu plus, un peu moins –, l’argot véritable – pas celui
qui est trop “fabriqué” – est en fait une langue relativement stable, car sans tradition écrite,
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elle a conservé des termes utilisés déjà par Villon dans ses ballades en jobelin. (BCL 6768)
Queneau was thus open to the inclusion of argot as a lexical ingredient among many. It is
interesting to note that he refers here to argot as “une langue,” which contradicts his statement
from 1937. Here, he marks it as a language separate from written or spoken French, which is
similar to his position on néo-français in general. As he saw argot as a component of néofrançais, and thus separate from standard written French, its incorporation into his Frenchlanguage writing involved the carrying across of elements from one language system to another:
an act of translation.

3.5 – From Le Chiendent to Doukipudonktan: Néo-français and Orthographic Reform
To the casual reader of Queneau’s work, playful alternative spellings are the most telling visual
marker of difference. While orthography alone did not constitute his vision for néo-français, he
consistently made it clear that he was an advocate for orthographic reform. As he put it:
Car enfin, qu’est-ce que l’orthographe? Un système de graphies chaotiques, absurdes et
arbitraires, une invention des premiers imprimeurs pour rendre le métier difficile et se créer
ainsi des privilèges corporatifs. Et les graphies actuelles ne sont même pas celles des
Classiques. (BCL 75)
Finding the orthographic conventions of contemporary written French to be antiquated to the
point of absurdity, Queneau spent years railing against the disparity between the spelling used
for written French and the pronunciation of its oral counterpart. In written French, Queneau saw
an arbitrary spelling system attached to misconceived notions of historical linguistic pride; for
the poet with a focus on sound, it was even more of a problem. Through his interest in ancient
languages and his work with pictograms, he had come to believe it was possible for the writing
systems of certain languages to be more or less arbitrary. This he pointed out as early as “Écrit
en 1937”: “En chinois, en égyptien ancien, en sémitique, les graphies sont significatives; mais
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non en français, où elles n’ont de valeur que de coutume, sentimentales et gonflées de souvenirs”
(BCL 25). While he felt these more visual languages had an argument for the long-term
preservation of a system because their writing systems were visually motivated, the aggressive
defense of French spelling frustrated him, as he saw it as unmotivated caprice. In “Écrit en
1955,” he takes pleasure in refuting angry letters published in the Figaro Littéraire or Lettres
Françaises, playfully poking holes in the examples they used to defend traditional spellings.
Humor and common sense aside, for Queneau the priority was still, as it had been in
1937, to provide the writer with the tools to forge a new poetic writing:
La réforme de l’orthographe, alors ça, ça c’est la bouteille à l’encre, c’est le piège, c’est
l’écueil. Mais bon gré mal gré il faudra (il faudra-t-en) passer par là: il n’y aura que lorsque
cette réforme, cette révolution sera accomplie (sera-z-accomplie) que la nouvelle langue
pourra s’affirmer hautement et vivre d’une vie autonome; alors seulement pourra naître une
nouvelle poésie. Sans une notation correcte du français parlé, il sera impossible (il sera him
possible) au poète de prendre conscience de rythmes authentiques, de sonorités exactes, de
la véritable musique du langage. Car c’est de là que sourd la poésie. (BCL 21)
If poetry was really to reach new heights, the poet had to have access to a system that could
accurately reflect true rhythm, sound, and rhyme, “the true music of language.” Without this, the
sound of French poetry could never accurately be reflected in writing, leaving it a deaf art of
visual rhyme that had no place outside the realm of publishing. Of course, Queneau was having
his fun with this statement, as he was aware that he was swimming upstream in trying to effect
change on a system of literature that had progressively adapted to changes in printing technology
over many centuries, but it did not stop him from mounting his attack. How, then, was this
supposed orthographic reform to take place? By the time he wrote “Écrit en 1937,” Queneau
already had a system in mind.
The model he suggested was based on phonetics, with its primary stipulation being
consistency. And yet, as he reminded his reader, this was not an attempt to “reform” French
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spelling at all, at least not the language he is referring to here as “the old French.” Instead, he
positions it as choosing which orthography to give to the nascent français parlé-écrit, which, he
suggests once more, is a separate language:
Il s’agit, à mon sens, non de corriger l’orthographe de l’ancien français (celui que j’écris
en ce moment), mais de choisir quelle orthographe donner au nouveau français. La plus
phonétique semblerait s’imposer; on pourrait employer l’alphabet: a, â, b, d, e, é, è, ê, f, g
(toujours dur), i, j, k, l, m, m o, ô, p, r, s (toujours ç, ss), t, u, v, y, z, ch, gn, ou, an, in, on
en observant cette règle que toute lettre se prononce, et sans jamais changer de valeur,
quelle que soit sa position. Mézalor, mézalor, késkon nobtyin! Sa dvyin incrouayab,
pazordinère, ranvèrsan, sa vouzaalor indsé drôldaspé dontonrvyin pa. On lrekonê pudutou,
lfransê, amésa pudutou, sa vou pran toudinkou unalur ninvèrsanbarbasé stupéfiant […]
(BCL 23)
While this consistent and cohesive system seemed like a sensible option to Queneau in 1937, it is
worth noting that in practice, he backed away from such a rigidly prescriptive model in favor of a
looser and more variable phonetic-based orthography that allowed for more freedom and stylistic
variety, and for the inclusion of “personal invention.” This is another example of the disconnect
between Queneau’s curiosity for linguistics and its applicability to his creative writing. By Zazie
dans le métro in 1959, one can note variation in his application of phonetics from one character
to another, as if he was granting his characters enough of an individual idiolect to assist in
characterization, to provide humorous effect, and to account for regional variations in
pronunciation. Perhaps because of the above system’s lack of malleability and the impossibility
of factoring in individuality, apart from the above passage in “Écrit en 1937,” no text published
by Queneau holds entirely to the system as proposed. Instead, Queneau’s efforts with
orthography took on the role of a stylistic device, and, melded with his experiments in
integrating the syntax and vocabulary of this outside system, became commonly recognized as
the hallmark of his literary style.
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3.6 – The Order of Things: The Syntax of Néo-Français and Français Parlé-Écrit
While Queneau’s manipulations of orthography and his use of non-traditional French vocabulary
were the most obvious features of his integration of français parlé-écrit into his writing, when it
came to prose, there was one last element that was for him the most distinctive and telling
component of néo-français. “Le vocabulaire se modifie insensiblement,” he wrote in the essay
“Il pourrait sembler qu’en France…” in the late 1930s,22 “enrichi surtout par les actualités et les
événements, mais c’est surtout la syntaxe du français parlé qui s’éloigne de plus en plus de la
syntaxe du français écrit” (BCL 60). This stance seems to be based solely on observation and on
his select readings in linguistics, as while he offers examples of deviations from standard written
syntax, he offers no explanation as to why syntax was for him the strongest disparity between
traditional written French and the form he saw the oral language as having taken.
It is possible that for Queneau, as a speaker of French who professed to not having
understood français populaire upon first encounter, it was the element he found the most
challenging from a learning standpoint. Orthography he could experiment on with common sense
and a basic understanding of phonology; importing new lexical elements was simply a case of
research and memorization. However, the translation of form involved in importing the syntax of
oral French into writing was more complicated. He had noticed written elements of this schism
alongside the use of argot and working-class vocabulary in his earliest encounters with
littérature populaire by authors such as Henri Monnier and Jehan Rictus, as well as in the turnof-the-century comic strip Les Pieds nickelés (BCL 13, 53), but it is Céline whom he singles out
as having correctly mobilized an oral syntax that functioned in prose and was not restricted to
use in dialog. In “Écrit en 1937,” Queneau offers as an example Céline’s groundbreaking 1932
novel Voyage au bout de la nuit, beginning with its famous first line, “Ça a débuté comme ça,”
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and notes Céline’s contemporary awareness of the syntax of néo-français, particularly in his
1937 pamphlet Bagatelles pour une massacre. “Ici, enfin, on a le français parlé moderne, tel
qu’il est, tel qu’il existe. Ce n’est pas seulement une question de vocabulaire, mais aussi de
syntaxe. Voilà le langage “vivant” dont Céline lui-même parle aux alentours de la page 218 de
Bagatelles pour un massacre […]” (BCL 19). For Queneau, if written French was to be truly
“alive,” the syntax of everyday spoken French had to be integrated into his prose, which
involved an interlinguistic recasting of phrasal structure into forms dictated by an outside system.
How did he see the syntax of this new oral French as differing from that of written
French, and how did this affect any attempt at the formulation of a français parlé-écrit? For
Queneau, the standard phrasal order he had learned in school and among the educated elite was
rarely found in spoken French. He offers a playful example in “Écrit en 1955”:
“Il l’a-t-i jamais attrapé, le gendarme, son voleur?”, phrase dans laquelle “il l’a-t-i jamais”
détermine les espèces grammaticales dans lesquelles viendront se mouler les mots à
signification concrète. Il serait intéressant–une fois découverte cette structure de la phrase
parlée (elle n’est pas la seule)–de l’appliquer à des textes écrits et de les traduire ainsi en
néo-français. Pour cette entreprise, nous pourrions choisir quelque texte classique, mais
peut-être cela semblerait-il irrespectueux… Je me contenterai donc du début même de cet
article. Voici ce que cela donne:
“Ils l’ont depuis longtemps – les linguistes découvert–qu’il en avait quelques-unes
avec–le français parlé contemporain, des ressemblances, certaines langues, etc.”
Évidemment, on éprouve les mêmes difficultés que pour traduire du chinois (à ce qu’on
dit) ou même du latin en français écrit. (BCL 55-56)
With “une fois découverte,” Queneau highlights that this is not research that others interested in
language are doing, perhaps because linguists and ethnologists at the time were more interested
in the study of languages further removed from their own such as endangered and
underrepresented tongues. Whatever the reason, Queneau’s curiosity for peculiarities of language
such as this have a lot to do with the innovative oeuvre that he produced.
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It is also key to note that he refers to this reconstruction of phrasal elements modeled on
the diverging syntax of the oral as an act of translation. By applying these outside elements to a
written text, he is aware that he is translating his standard French text into a new hybrid target
language. He even goes so far as to suggest that the syntactic distance separating these two
language systems is so great that it is akin to that of a translation from Chinese to French. This
may be an exaggeration, but the example he provides, extreme though it is, suggests that it is not
as hyperbolic as one might think. Furthermore, we can relate this to his belief that syntax is the
most important linguistic element of the three that make up néo-français. And he would have
known, as a translator, that the natural rendering of a source-language syntax within the target
language is often one of the greatest hurdles of a translation.

3.7 – Queneau’s Aims for Néo-français
Queneau’s personal investment in these reforms raises the question of what it was that he sought
with his efforts to mobilize néo-français as a new literary language in France. In a statement that
summarizes his hopes for néo-français and demonstrates the inseparability of his curiosity for
language from his work as a novelist, Queneau suggests that the use of these methods in the
French novel could bring about a new stage of the French language (BCL 26). This is wishful
thinking on Queneau’s part, but such a statement allows him to highlight the innovative side of
his work and explicitly situate himself among the avant-garde. By placing himself ahead of the
curve, he reiterated that his work was ground-breaking and unique, and that he was among the
first to attempt writing he thought would eventually become commonplace.
Wherever it was that his reading, experimentation, and curiosity for language convinced
him that the French language was heading, it is important to remember that Queneau was first
and foremost a writer. His efforts to produce a hybrid, translational form of writing were heavily
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influenced by his study of foreign languages and literatures as well as his personal investigations
into contemporary and historical linguistics, but regardless of the linguistic reasoning he gave in
his published criticism, these efforts must above all be seen as examples of Queneau exploring
possibilities for his craft. Speaking to Ribemont-Dessaignes in 1950, he puts it quite clearly: “Il
s’agit, comme vous le dites, de donner un style au langage parlé. Nous pourrions peut-être
assister à la naissance d’une nouvelle littérature. Je crois qu’une syntaxe morte est un tel
éteignoir que lorsqu’on sera débarrassé, il y aura non seulement une nouvelle poésie, mais encore
une nouvelle philosophie” (BCL 40). He was aware that this was above all a literary concern:
communication doesn’t concern itself with style, which is an artistic concern. Queneau saw the
schism between written and spoken French as problematic, but he also saw it as an opportunity.
There was a stylistic potential into which Queneau wanted to tap, and while he had already had
success in doing so, he wanted others to be excited about the possibilities. In “Il pourrait sembler
qu’en France…,” he shows surprise that more writers don’t feel the same, suggesting that they
have simply overlooked the possibilities, looking for originality in more metaphysical domains
but neglecting to look to the “material” itself (BCL 60). His predilection for néo-français and for
languages and literatures other than French made these materials an obvious source to him, and
he saw a bold and worthwhile new venture in the translational processes that would permit their
incorporation into French literature.
This reaffirms a distinction that was crucial to Queneau’s argument for néo-français: it
was not a question of fixing standard French or adjusting the standard to let it catch up with oral
French. He understood and intended néo-français as another language: a new literary language
forged of a combination of different systems. The translation of elements of oral French syntax,
vocabulary, and pronunciation into standard written French was one of a list of translational
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processes that Queneau used to expand the stylistic possibilities of his writing. It should be
counted alongside the foreign loan words, borrowed expressions, translations of form, and
unattributed citations of other literature (both French and non-French) that he brought across
linguistic barriers into his writing. With these methods, he sought to create something new in
French literature. After all, as he demonstrates with the following parallels, it is usually through
the foreign that newness enters the literature of a nation or people:
C’est l’usage de l’italien qui a créé la théologie poétique de Dante, c’est l’usage de
l’allemand qui a créé l’existentialisme de Luther, c’est l’usage du néo-français de la
Renaissance qui a fondé le sentiment de la liberté chez Rabelais et Montaigne. Un langage
nouveau suscite des idées nouvelles et des pensers nouveaux veulent une langue fraîche. Il
ne s’agit pas de “forger de toutes pièces un nouveau langage,” […] mais bien de donner
forme à ce qui ne saurait se couler dans le moule cabossé d’une grammaire défraîchie.
(BCL 60-61)
In this line of thinking, the use of a new language lends itself well to an idiosyncratic stylistic,
but also engenders the expression of new thoughts and new ways of seeing. For Queneau, this
involved the potential of a new linguistic otherness that would stretch the possibilities of
material, writer, and thinker. He was aware from early on that this task would not be an easy
process, writing, “L’accouchement sera laborieux. L’écrivain français doit aider à cette
parturition, son travail, son œuvre doit être une maïeutique linguistique” (BCL 64). Queneau
alludes here to Socrates, who compares his method to that of the midwife 23; alongside linguistic
evolution and the roles played by the grammarian and the linguist, the writer has his role to play.

4 – Conclusion
Raymond Queneau’s curiosity for language was greatly visible in his literary work as a writer,
translator, essayist, and publisher. He made a concerted effort over many years to add new
languages to his repertoire. This had the added benefit of leading his writing and criticism in new
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directions. As we have seen, two key focuses are visible in his theoretical writings on language:
(a) a desire to incorporate elements traditionally found in poetry into his prose fiction, and (b) an
ambition to develop a new stylistic for use in the contemporary novel through the introduction of
non-standard elements including but not limited to français parlé-écrit or néo-français. This
latter objective came about as the expansion of notions Queneau drew from French linguists of
the early twentieth-century, especially the work of Joseph Vendryes, and through his inclination
for non-French languages and literatures, especially English. His incorporation of foreign
language fragments into his writing–including français parlé-écrit, which he considered to be a
foreign tongue–can be seen as an act of translation, an effort to expand the literary language at
his disposal through the integration of outside elements. As we will see in the next chapter, his
study of languages other than French also had additional effects on his career: his talents as a
polyglot and his fascination with international culture played a key part in his career as a
publisher and in his role in the transmission of international literature within France.

NOTES
1

For more on the distinction between “code-switching” and “translanguaging,” see Section 2 of Chapter Four.
For instance, on 3 August, he sticks with the French conjunction, “Oxford et New Oxford Street,” whereas by 15
August, he shifts to “Underground from Westminster to Kew Gardens.” Journaux 1914-1965, pp. 103-104.
3
The École Universelle was a private French correspondence university founded in 1907 by Frédéric Ozil.
4
As demonstrated by mentions in his journal in 1915 and 1921, as well as by the Arabic conversation manual in his
personal library in France.
5
It is worth noting that thème et version exercises differ in their nature from the critical decision-making of literary
translation. As Jean-René Ladmiral put it in Traduire: théorèmes pour la traduction: “Le thème et la version
définissent un type tout à fait particulier de traduction: la traduction comme exercice pédagogique. Ce cas particulier
est un cas remarquable dont il s’agit de faire ressortir la spécificité. On devra même opposer cette opération
pédagogique à ce qu’on pourrait appeler la traduction proprement dite – ou, si l’on veut, traduction “traductionnelle.”
A la différence du thème et de la version, la traduction (stricto sensu) est à elle-même sa propre fin et le texte traduit
est la raison de l’opération traduisante; on a là un cas de “finalité interne.” comme disaient naguère traditionnellement
les philosophes: la traduction n’obéit pas alors à la finalité externe d’une stratégie pédagogique d’ensemble dont elle
ne serait que l’un des moyens. Il s’agit de produire ce qu’on appelle justement “une traduction,” c’est-à-dire un textecible destiné à la publication et à la lecture, dont la fonction explicite et exclusive est de nous dispenser de la lecture
2
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du texte-source original. Cette traduction doit satisfaire à un certain nombre d’exigences qui ne sont pas les critères
pédagogiques. La “traduction proprement dite” vise à la d’une performance pour elle-même (performance-cible); la
“traduction pédagogique” est seulement un test de performance censé fonctionner comme test de compétence […] et
s’intègre à un ensemble, pédagogique, plus vaste. Il y a entre les deux une différence de nature. La traduction
pédagogique, ou thème/version, comporte un certain nombre de traits restrictifs qui lui sont propres (scotomisations,
occultations…), constitutifs d’une structure spécifique […]” (Ladmiral 41). For further reading on the theoretical
difference between thème et version and “translational” translation, see Ladmiral, Chapter 2, Section 2.
6
See Bâtons, chiffres et lettres, p. 17. For further analysis of the translational roots of Le Chiendent, see Chapter 4.
7
The École Nouvelle de Neuilly was opened by Maria Jolas, an American who, with her husband Eugène Jolas, also
founded the avant-garde literary journal transition in 1927. Later, it was renamed the École Bilingue, and by June
1939, it “had 145 students of different nationalities: French, English, American, German, Russian, Spanish, etc.” See
M. Jolas, Maria Jolas, Woman of Action: A Memoir and Other Writings, translated by Mary Ann Caws, University
of South Carolina Press, 2004, p. 103.
8
Pierre Seligmann was one of Gaston Gallimard’s secretaries; as Anne-Isabelle Queneau notes, “Seeligmann lui
envoyait ces livres pour qu’il juge de l’opportunité d’une traduction” (Journaux 354).
9
A journal Queneau founded with Georges Pelorson in 1937, its directorial board including Queneau, Pelorson,
Eugène Jolas, and Henry Miller, among others.
10
On September 15, 1939, Queneau notes in his journals that he has begun to build a lexicon of the current argot he
was encountering, entitling it “Parlé au Dépôt 24” (Journaux 372).
11
Queneau met the literary agent Dobo in 1933, likely through a mutual friend such as André Kertesz or Brassaï.
Dobo, born in Hungary in 1908, was close to both of the Hungarian-born photographers, and Queneau had been a
neighbor of Brassaï’s in the late 1920s when the two lived in the Hôtel des Terrasses, 74, rue de la Glacière. By the
time Queneau was in the barracks during the “phony war,” Dobo was residing in New York. It was also Dobo who
had proposed the translation of Edgar Wallace’s Kate Plus Ten as a project for Janine, a project which, as Janine’s
pregnancy progressed, was eventually finished by Raymond and published under the joint pseudonym Jean
Raymond (as Le Mysyère du train d’or). Later, Dobo acted as Raymond Queneau’s American literary agent, and
alongside Henry Miller, was instrumental in introducing Queneau to American readers.
12
See earlier, “The Sorbonne Years: 1920-1925.”
13
Some of this work was incorporated into Les Enfants du limon (1938), and the manuscript would be published
posthumously by Gallimard as Au confin des ténèbres: les fous littéraires in 2002, edited by Madeleine Velguth.
14
See Madeleine Velguth’s introduction to the posthumous Queneau publication, Au confin des ténèbres: Les fous
littéraires, Gallimard, 2002.
15
Queneau, as Chabanne notes, read Jean Starobinski’s work on Saussure and his mysterious anagrams four times
between 1964 and 1971.
16
Chabanne proceeds to refute this negligence himself by noting a dossier of Queneau’s Saussure reading notes
located at the CDRQ in Verviers.
17
Journaux 1914-1965, published by Gallimard in 1996, four years after Chabanne wrote his article.
18
In light of this potential problem, the shortcomings of Géhéniau’s catalog and of Queneau’s reading lists in
general has been factored into relevant use of these supports during this project.
19
Queneau’s “Tableau de classification des contraintes oulipiennes,” Atlas de littérature potentielle, Gallimard,
1981. Later renamed the “table de Quenélleïf.”
20
A closer look at the genesis of Le Chiendent in Chapter 5 will address Queneau’s use of poetic form in his fiction.
21
For more on the influence of these authors on Raymond Queneau, see Chapter 2. For examples of his use of work
by Joyce and Faulkner in translational processes, see Chapter 4.
22
This undated and unpublished text, later collected in Bâtons, chiffres et lettres in 1950, was also published under
the title “Langage littéraire et langage parlé” in Maurice Nadeau’s 1963 anthology, Le roman français depuis la
guerre. Paris: Gallimard, 1963.
23
See Plato’s Theaetetus. Socrates says, “Well, my art of midwifery has, in general, the same characteristics as [that
of the midwives], but it’s different in that I attend men, not women, and in that I watch over minds in childbirth, not
bodies. […] There’s another experience which the people who associate with me have in common with women in
childbirth: they feel pain, and they’re full of difficulties, night and day – far more so than the women. And my art
can bring on the pain, and end it” (Plato, Theaetetus, trans. John McDowell, Oxford University Press, 2014, 15-17).
While it is worth noting that Socrates also states he can produce no wisdom, here Queneau likens the writer to the
midwife to suggest the writer watches over the birthing of this new language and can also work to reduce the pain
and difficulty of the process.
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CHAPTER TWO – RAYMOND QUENEAU AND ANGLOPHONE LITERATURE:
RECEPTION AND TRANSMISSION
Literary translation is more than a technical task, it is a craft and an artform. In addition to this,
however, it is the primary way in which international literature moves from its place of origin
into other tongues, to other readers, and into other literatures by way of other writers. It is chiefly
through the craft of translation that literature and its trends are disseminated around the globe,
and as such, the task of the translator is above all one of cultural transmission. There are a variety
of ways in which this transmission takes place, and different ways one can participate in this
transmission. Thanks to his parallel careers as a writer, a literary translator, and a publisher of
literature in France, Queneau was able to be involved in the transmission of literature in multiple
interrelated ways.
1 – Queneau and Anglophone Literature
Raymond Queneau’s multilingualism, and in particular, his affinity for Anglophone literature,
impacted his career in several ways. It touched his life through its influence on him as a writer,
through his work as a translator of Anglophone literature, his role in the French publishing trade,
and his incorporation of translational practices into his work as a novelist. To better understand
the prominent place of Anglophone literature in his work, we must first examine how he
interacted with Anglophone literature and writers during his lifetime. His contact with
Anglophone literature in his editorial work at Gallimard was the most public facet of his work
with English-language writing, but his fascination began years before he embarked upon his
career in publishing. A brief survey of his reading habits demonstrates both the expansiveness of
his readings in English, and the specific writers and styles of work toward which he gravitated.
For many authors, such an analysis would be impossible; it would involve a great deal of
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guesswork and result in unclear generalizations of minimal value. For Queneau, however, this is
not the case. While there is still some conjecture involved, such an overview is made possible by
the fact that he left elaborate reading lists that span most of his lifetime. These lists have been
treated to a detailed reorganization in Florence Géhéniau’s catalog, Queneau analphabète:
Répertoire alphabétique de ses lectures de 1917 à 1976, and further lists were published as
appendices to the posthumous Journaux 1914-1965. While the lists have been shown not to be
comprehensive, they allow unprecedented insight into the trends in Queneau’s reading, in most
cases right down to the month he read a text and the edition he read. Alongside myriad other
uses, these reading lists can help us determine which Anglophone writers and texts played a role
in the development of his tastes, inform us as to whether he engaged with these writers in the
original English or in French translations, and also help us to pinpoint when he first encountered
the work of a writer who would influence his own writing or otherwise play a role in his career.
I have complemented the information I have drawn from these lists with the work of Lise
Bergheaud, whose comparisons of Queneau to the Anglophone authors she determined him to
have read the most focuses largely on stylistic elements, proposing similarities in style and form
between Queneau and the Anglophones who influenced him. I will focus more specifically on
reading trends visible over specific periods, and then on select Anglophone authors whose work
had a demonstrable impact on Queneau that was related to translation. This includes authors he
personally translated into French, and those whose work he incorporated into his own writing
through translation-related processes. Finally, to complement what I have previously shown of
Queneau’s language acquisition, I will examine some of the outcomes of his multilingualism,
especially different ways in which his skills in English and his admiration for Anglophone
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writing allowed Queneau to take part in the transmission of literary culture across national and
linguistic borders.
1.1 – Review of Previous Literature: Bergheaud’s Comparative Study and Anglophone Corpus
As it is of unmistakable value to the discussion of this topic, I must immediately mention Lise
Bergheaud’s comparative monograph Queneau et les formes intranquilles de la modernité –
1917-1938: lectures du récit anglo-saxon du XIXe-XXe siècles. While her expansive project
offers a great deal of useful information, the existence of this volume does not render the current
section of my inquiry redundant, as our respective research has different ends. There are three
observable distinctions between Bergheaud’s work and what my inquiry seeks to examine, and
they are as follows: timeline, corpus, and aims.
Bergheaud’s study delineates itself neatly between the years 1917 and 1938. Her
reasoning for this is stated: the opening date coincides with the beginning of Queneau’s reading
lists, the closing date with his entry into Gallimard as English reader then editor. As she explains:
“Il est donc difficile, voire impossible, de déterminer au-delà de cette date ce qui a été lu par
intérêt ou ce qui l’a été par obligation professionnelle” (33). In a footnote, she adds the
following:
Même si nous partageons l’opinion de G. Pestureau selon laquelle, une fois devenu lecteur
d’anglais chez Gallimard, Queneau a certainement marqué de ses préférences personnelles
le domaine anglais – notamment dans la collection “du monde entier” -, il n’en reste pas
moins que départager ce qui ressortit aux goûts ou aux impératifs commerciaux devient
difficile et bien plus risqué après 1938. (33n3)
While Bergheaud is justified in stating that the readings undertaken by Queneau between 1917
and 1938 durably marked him, I argue that Queneau as a curious reader did not stop discovering
and learning upon his entry to Gallimard, nor was his reading limited to materials for his role
therein. And, since his role at Gallimard involved his recommending Anglophone works that he
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thought it worthwhile for the house to publish, it seems quite likely that there must have been
some overlap between what he appreciated and what he recommended. Pestureau is cited as
saying that Queneau’s personal preferences can at least in some part be demonstrated by his
editorial choices at Gallimard. Indeed, it becomes more difficult to discern which of the works
listed were chosen freely by him and which were assigned to him at work, but there is no reason
why these readings should be overlooked any more than those assigned to him during his years
of study at the Sorbonne or reviewing literature for journals. Since his work as a translator and a
writer continued beyond 1938, and his experimentation continued after his entry into Gallimard,
I have expanded my inquiry into his Anglophone readings past this limit. By including these
post-1938 years, which added editorial work to creative practice, we can also cease to consider
these readings as being solely a question of their preliminary influence upon Queneau as a writer
and instead begin to consider their place in a pattern of cultural transmission.
Beyond chronology, the goals of this project depart from those of Bergheaud’s work in a
second visible manner. She describes the corpus she has chosen for her cross-examination of
Queneau’s most influential Anglophone readings as being decided by five factors:
1. le nombre d’œuvres lues d’un même auteur
2. la fréquence de lecture d’une même œuvre
3. l’extension de la période de lecture
4. la lecture en langue originale d’au moins certaines des œuvres d’un même auteur
5. les lectures d’ouvrages critiques littéraires sur les auteurs ou sur les œuvres. (35-36)
Starting from overall volume and frequency, Bergheaud compiled her corpus by applying these
criteria to the Anglophone titles contained in Géhéniau’s catalog. Once tabulated, she discarded
any examples of what she refers to as “paralittérature,” 1 regardless of literary merit or influence.
Contrary to Bergheaud’s decision to expunge this “paralittérature,” I will take into consideration
in this chapter Queneau’s penchant for science fiction and crime writing, which will demonstrate
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the important place of these genres in his œuvre and his role in their transmission. 2 First,
however, let us return to Bergheaud’s corpus. Her list of authors is broken into two sets,
“Precursors” and “Moderns”: Edgar Allen Poe and Lewis Carroll make up the first set; the
second is comprised of Joseph Conrad, Henry James, James Joyce, William Faulkner, Gertrude
Stein, Ernest Hemingway, Henry Miller, and Erskine Caldwell.
There is no denying the importance of most of these writers to Queneau as a reader and
an author. Carroll was a favorite of Queneau’s, to whom he returned time and time again.
Queneau first read Carroll in 1927, and was still rereading works by him and about him in the
early 1970s. Poe was a favorite as well; Queneau first read his poetry in English in 1922,
followed by the Baudelaire translations, although little Poe appears in his lists in English. Several
critics have examined the connections between the work of Poe and Carroll and Queneau’s own
writing.3 Conrad and James had their impact on Queneau through their innovative style, their
grammatical inventiveness, and in James’ case, his early modernist tendencies. Joyce and
Faulkner are both integral to understanding Queneau, and we will explore the impact of their
work in some detail. The same can be said for Stein, although her impact is more difficult to
gauge, as Queneau came to her work a decade or more later and discussed it far less in writing.
Of Hemingway, Miller, and Caldwell, I will only discuss Miller’s part in Queneau’s work.
Queneau was in personal contact with Miller, the two collaborated directly, and he wrote about
and translated some of Miller’s writing himself. It is my opinion that Hemingway and Caldwell
had less influence on Queneau as a writer; in any case, their work and Queneau’s did not
intersect along any of the translation-related axes that we are pursuing.
Caldwell and Hemingway were both widely circulated in France during these years,
mostly through the aegis of Maurice-Edgar Coindreau, 4 who provided Gaston Gallimard with
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many of the Anglophone authors he published in the 1920s and 30s. Queneau did read
Hemingway abundantly, first reading Coindreau’s translation of The Sun Also Rises in May
1933, and six more titles in the three years to follow, five of them in English and another in
French. As to Caldwell, Queneau first read his God’s Little Acre in the fall of 1936, once again
in a translation by Coindreau (Le Petit Arpent du Bon Dieu). There are several things which are
interesting to note here: first, only one of the eleven Caldwell titles Queneau noted reading was
before Bergheaud’s cut-off date of 1938, and second, four of the eleven were read in translations
by Coindreau. The first of these points is further reason to question Bergheaud’s pre-Gallimard
corpus, since Queneau only read one novel by Caldwell prior to beginning his employment as
English reader at Gallimard; secondly, if the bulk of his early reading of Caldwell was in French
translation, one must wonder if it isn’t in part Coindreau who must be seen as an influence on
Queneau’s writing, if there was truly any from these works. Queneau corresponded with
Coindreau, although it is uncertain how early they knew one another, as Coindreau had been at
Princeton University since 1923. Once Queneau was employed by Gallimard, alongside Miller
and Frank Dobo, Coindreau helped to keep him abreast of developments in American literature:
Maurice-Edgar Coindreau […] ne manquait pas de l’informer des dernières publications
américaines dignes d’être traduites. En plein accord avec Queneau sur Truman Capote,
Coindreau insistait, en novembre 1948, sur la valeur du romancier américain qui annonçait
un recueil de nouvelles A Tree of Night et un roman intitulé Monday’s Folly. Coindreau,
d’ailleurs, n’était pas seulement à l’affût des nouveaux talents. Dans la même lettre, il
indiquait aussi deux œuvres remarquables: This Very Earth d’Erskine Caldwell et Intruder
in the Dust, de Faulkner. (Lécureur 320-21)
The relationships Queneau worked to develop and maintain with Anglophones and Anglophiles
permitted him not only to be more effective in his work in publishing, but also kept him current
on new Anglophone works that might interest him on a personal or creative level.
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In fact, with a closer reading of the information available about Queneau’s early tenure at
Gallimard, it is possible to show that at least some of the work by authors in Bergheaud’s 19171938 corpus was Gallimard-related. For instance, as Michel Lécureur points out, Queneau
doesn’t seem to have been very taken with Caldwell’s writing. As part of his duties at Gallimard,
Queneau rejected Caldwell’s Southways (1938) in 1939, “comme médiocre,” whereas he voted
in favor of them publishing a translation of Journeyman (1935), noting that it reminded him of
“des satires traditionnelles contre les moines” (Lécureur 225). Queneau did, however, later write
in defense of Caldwell, whose work had faced censorship backlash in the United States:
Il prit parti pour Erskine Caldwell, reçu alors à la librairie La Hune, et persécuté dans son
pays pour immoralité. Le texte de son intervention fut repris en 1950 dans Bâtons, chiffres
et lettres. Il y dénonçait le “club de matrones ou cercle de boysscouts sexagénaires” qui
avait dénoncé Le Petit Arpent du Bon Dieu et fait appel à la justice. (Lécureur 376)
As for Hemingway, Lécureur also notes that in March 1938, Queneau rejected Hemingway’s To
Have and Have Not (1937), going as far as to say it was “complètement raté.” However, to this
he added, “[C]e romancier ‘inégal, [est] à conserver, parce que dans quinze ou vingt ans nous
regretterions de l’avoir laissé partir, car c’est le premier écrivain américain’” (225). This is
problematic, as Bergheaud has noted, because there is no clear indication as to whether this is
personal preference or just a recommendation based on what he thinks will interest the French
book market. The fact remains that he was clearly not enamored with the totality of what was
being produced by these writers.5
Finally, the corpus I aim to discuss differs from that selected by Bergheaud because we
are trying to shed light on different aspects of Queneau’s interaction with these Anglophone
writers. As his various intersections with concepts of translation are the end goal of this project, I
am more interested in those authors who directly impacted Queneau’s work through his acts of
transmission or translation, be they literary translation or experimental translation processes. In
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addition to information on his relationship to these key authors, I will draw from these lists an
overview of his Anglophone reading tendencies will be drawn from his reading lists, specifically
those which are directly and indirectly related to Queneau’s role as a disseminator of
Anglophone literature, whether through his work as a writer, a literary critic, or a publisher. This
includes the “paralittératures” that Bergheaud was so quick to dismiss, and more specifically,
genre fiction in the form of science fiction and crime fiction.
1.2 – Bergheaud’s Comparison of Queneau and his “Most-Read” Anglophone Authors
Before shifting to my own analysis of Queneau’s Anglophone readings, it is relevant to briefly
summarize what Bergheaud has uncovered in her comparative work. She compares aspects of
work by the ten authors in her corpus to Queneau’s own French writings, primarily along
stylistic and compositional axes. This includes the way the authors present and develop their
characters, non-traditional approaches to narrative time, the manipulation of point-of-view and
the reliability of the narrator(s), the use of repetition in narratives and dialog, and the use (and/or
destabilization) of language. While many of the examples she provides demonstrate
commonalities, the focus here is neither directly related to Queneau’s work in translation nor his
work with translation, and thus, only select examples will be discussed when relevant.
It also bears noting that within Bergheaud’s corpus, perhaps with the exception of
Caldwell, the selected authors are all Anglophone writers with modernist tendencies, or at least
precursors to Modernism as in the cases of Poe, Carroll, Conrad, and James. Many of the
particularities she draws from their work are evident in work by most or all of these authors. This
suggests that instead of certain of these features being specific to this corpus or these individual
authors, it is perhaps instead the impact of modernist Anglophone writing in general we are
seeing in Queneau’s work, or even that of French or other modernist writing.
91

Bergheaud’s study does however provide us with highly pertinent information in one
section, this being her analysis of techniques related to the destabilization of language. In this
section, she examines different uses of foreign languages among the writers of her Anglophone
corpus, drawing a geographical line with interesting implications: six of the ten writers examined
lived abroad for large parts of their careers. Conrad, of Polish origin, became English in 1886
after spending time in France. Joyce, an Irishman, split his writerly life between Zurich, Trieste,
and Paris. Stein lived in Paris from 1903, as did Miller at the peak of his young career.
Hemingway spent time in France, Spain, and Cuba, and James explored Europe before settling in
England (Bergheaud 329). While Queneau spent less time abroad than most of them, the
similarity is evident: these writers lived, wrote, and interacted with other languages out of choice
or necessity. Through Queneau's fascination with languages other than French, his relationships
with expat writers in Paris, and his career choices, especially those related to publishing, he
engaged creatively with other languages much in the same way as did these Anglophone writers.
Certain notions in Bergheaud’s work are also pertinent to our examination of Queneau’s
translation and transmission activity. For Bergheaud, the intrusion of materials drawn from
outside languages is always positioned as an interruption; she sees it first as something that can
be “érigé en obstacle absolu à la compréhension” (329), a “synonyme d’opacité absolue” (330).
She repeatedly ties this intrusion to an overarching anxiety or concern about the state of language
on a philosophical or metaphysical level, “un renvoi métonymique à l’ombre planante du sens
absent ou défaillant qui menace toute forme de langage” (330). This lack of confidence in
language as a tool of communication we have seen in Queneau’s critical writing on different
occasions. For example, in his interview with Georges Charbonnier, he states:
Je n’ai pas une confiance absolue dans le langage, c’est-à-dire que, contrairement à la
théorie gréco-chrétienne, je ne pense pas que le langage soit un absolu, que la vérité soit
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dans le langage, c’est-à-dire qu’en décortiquant le langage on trouve la vérité […]
[C]omme, quand même, on essaie de dire quelque chose qui ressemble le plus possible à
la vérité, je souffre beaucoup d’avoir à parler comme ça, parce que précisément je ne vois
pas la limite où se trouve le passage d’un petit peu de vérité à un peu plus de vérité.
(Entretiens 14)
Here, Queneau references the ambiguous and ephemeral qualities of language, although for him
this line of questioning seems to have been more about curiosity and uncertainty than frustration
or futility. While Bergheaud also acknowledges the ludic side of Queneau’s manipulation and
expansion of literary language, she is quite insistent upon this angle, repeatedly positioning the
creative and non-traditional approaches to language of Queneau and these Anglophone authors
as an intentional effort to obscure and disrupt communication, to expose their own concerns
about the fragility of communication through a form-becomes-content exercise. She elaborates:
Pour la plupart des écrivains, Queneau y compris, il s’agit plutôt de façonner un langage
littéraire sporadiquement miné par une ou des langues étrangères. Nouvelle façon, comme
toujours, de marquer le risque (plutôt que sa réalisation) d’un basculement du langage du
côté de l’incompréhensible, du non signifiant pour qui ne connaît pas la langue utilisée.
Autrement dit, on peut encore envisager ce surgissement comme une fragilisation des
repères sécurisants d’un code commun partagé et fiable. (330)
Here she suggests that these manipulations of traditional literary language and uses of outside
material must be seen in a threatening light. Not always as an effort to dismantle language itself,
but as a reminder to the reader of the possibility, a demonstration of the tenuous ground upon
which stand the conventions of communication and the pact between author and reader. While it
is possible to argue that this is a point of view that we may ascribe to Modernism in general, it is
my contention that explaining all of Queneau’s work with language in this way amounts to
overlooking the origins of these practices, their goals, and their evolving uses and applications.
Queneau's attempt to contribute to a new literary French by expanding his own literary language
through the inclusion of elements such as néo-français, outside vocabulary, and fragments of
outside literatures, should equally be seen in the positive light of an act of creation and not
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restricted to an intentional obscuring of meaning, a commentary on linguistic futility, and a
warning of impending communicatory confusion to come. To limit one’s analysis to such
linguistic nihilism would be leaning too far to one side of Queneau’s humour noir.6
2 – The Impact of Anglophone Literature
In January 1938, Raymond Queneau was hired as the English reader for the publishing house
Gallimard. Queneau had first met Gaston Gallimard in 1933, and by 1938, he had already
published four novels with Gallimard; the next, Les Enfants du limon, was to appear that July.
He came to this position through his association with Jean Paulhan, director of the Nouvelle
Revue Française, whom he had first met in 1934. 7 Lécureur elaborates:
En janvier 1938, Jean Paulhan jouera même un rôle déterminant dans l’évolution de la
carrière de Raymond Queneau en l’informant qu’une place de secrétaire, pour 1 500 francs
par mois, se trouve libre chez Gallimard. Est-ce celle-ci qu’il occupe aussitôt, ou une autre
que Gaston Gallimard lui offre? Il semble que ce soit plutôt une collaboration à temps
partiel, aux appointements mensuels de 500 francs, comme spécialiste de la littérature
anglo-américaine. Dès le 19 janvier, son nom apparaît parmi les membres du Comité de
lecture […] Raymond Queneau venait d’être admis rue Sébastien-Bottin. (219)
This employment lasted from January 1938 until his death in 1976, beginning with the modest
and low-paying part-time position of English reader. While biographers such as Lécureur do not
specify, one must assume that the fact Queneau had by this point published three book-length
translations from English, including two with Gallimard (Vingt ans de jeunesse by Maurice
O’Sullivan in 1936 and Impossible ici by Sinclair Lewis in 1937), must have reinforced his
specialty as Anglicist in the eyes of Gallimard. Queneau’s work as English reader, which
involved reading English-language texts to evaluate them for possible translation and publishing,
satisfied Gallimard to the point that, in January 1941, Gaston Gallimard named him head of the
Comité de lecture.8 He began his new duties on 9 January 1941, and quickly found himself in a
position to accept or decline manuscripts. Queneau had by that time begun to enjoy some
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notoriety as a writer. His most recent novel, Un rude hiver (1939), had sold relatively well, and
his articles in Volontés and the N.R.F. were increasingly discussed (Lécureur 245-46). He had
been active in the French literary scene for over a decade, and because of this, Gallimard and his
colleagues trusted his judgment and taste, and especially when it came to Anglophone literature.
While he was also involved in the evaluation of French manuscripts, he continued to play the
role of English-language specialist alongside his other more general editorial duties.
Queneau quickly became an active figure in the selection of manuscripts for Gallimard,
whether in translations from English or written in French. His role as the in-house Anglophone
specialist, and as the one who best understood the craft and business of literary translation, set
him apart from many of his colleagues. Drawing on the Gallimard archive, Lécureur elaborates:
Pour Gaston Gallimard, Queneau reste le spécialiste des littératures anglaise et américaine,
voire étrangères. Ce n’est donc pas un hasard si, le 10 mai 1951, il lui transmet une note
pressante pour organiser les traductions: “1) traductions de livres d’actualité–urgent–qui
pourraient être faites par plusieurs traducteurs pour un même livre. Peut-être même
pourrait-on envisager d’avoir un traducteur ou une traductrice appointé–(mensuellement)–
si toutefois le nombre des traductions annuelles le justifie. 2) les traductions littéraires.
J’aimerais que vous établissiez un projet d’organisation avec liste de traducteurs.” (31920)
Queneau’s personal history as an enthusiast of foreign language acquisition and as an active and
insightful reader of Anglophone literature must be seen as having played an important part in his
entrance into literary publishing, much as they both played their part in the evolution of his
creative writing. To better understand how this came about, it will be useful to understand what
Anglophone literature he came into contact with, and what it was that he absorbed from it.

2.1 – An Overview of Raymond Queneau’s Readings in Anglophone Literature
The earliest of Queneau’s reading lists to have survived dates from April 1917. The first reading
in a language other than French first appears in late 1917, prior to his fifteenth birthday. He
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demonstrates an interest in books from outside France at this early age; on New Year’s Eve, he
writes, “Les Russes ont fait la paix […] À bas la guerre. Vive la paix pour acheter les éditions
allemandes d’auteurs grecs” (Journaux 37). The fact that he was already looking to acquire
German editions of Greek authors at this age is indicative of his literary curiosity as a young
man. The first Anglophone author to appear on his reading lists, albeit in a French translation, is
Arthur Conan Doyle, whom Queneau was reading by 1919. He indicates that winter that Doyle,
Léon Bloy, and Flaubert are the authors he rereads the most often (Journaux 43). Indeed, while
he read foreign works mostly in translation at this age, he was acutely aware of this fact and not
oblivious to translation as are many young readers. His reading list from 21 December 1919
bears proof, as he includes “traductions de Virgile” (Journaux 44).
By November 1919, Queneau had begun to delve into his Anglophone favorites in the
original when possible, or when they were unavailable in French. The first untranslated Englishlanguage title to appear on his lists is Doyle’s Memoirs of Sherlock Holmes, which he read in
English despite the fact that it had been available in a French translation since 1908 (Géhéniau I:
281; Journaux 59).9 While he still read mostly in translation during the early 1920s, the number
of Anglophone authors gradually increased, with books by writers such as Oscar Wilde
(Journaux 68), Walt Whitman (Journaux 113), and Joseph Conrad first appearing between 1919
and 1923. G.K. Chesterton’s The Man Who Was Thursday long remained a favorite after he first
read it in translation in December 1921 (Journaux 95). Conrad is an interesting case, as Queneau
devoured the work of the Polish-born writer during the early 1920s, seemingly in any version he
could get his hands on. Of the eleven Conrad titles he read between 1921 and 1925, five were in
English and six in French translation. His reading of Jack London during this same period also
seems to be a question of availability: most of those he read in English were not translated into
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French until Louis Positif did so in the mid-1930s. Queneau read many classics of English and
American literature during these formative years, including Poe, Shakespeare, Carroll, Robert
Browning, and George Meredith (Journaux 136). In a longer list of projects and interests drawn
up in 1927, not unlike those we have examined previously, his penchant for Anglophone
literature was again on display, as he includes his plan to read Dickens’ “Complete Works,” once
again “la plume à la main” (Journaux 133), demonstrating the seriousness of the enterprise.
Overall, Queneau’s Anglophone reading tastes were extremely varied, but it is possible to
notice certain themes over the course of the years. While this period spanning from his earliest
English reading through the late 1920s (roughly through his military service and his foray into
surrealism) was rich with the classics of English and American literature, it was also rich with
the early classics of Anglophone genre fiction, as is typical with many young readers. The
classics of early crime fiction, science fiction, adventure, and fantasy abound; he even reread
Verne’s Voyage au centre de la Terre in an English translation by F. Malleson in 1920, perhaps
with a mind to improve his English with a familiar text.
Gradually, his English-language reading interests expanded to include contemporary
literature as well, and he developed a taste for Modernist writers. In 1922, while still at the
Sorbonne, Queneau discovered Ezra Pound and Wyndham Lewis, and then in June of that same
year, he first read James Joyce. By the late 1920s, he was reading regularly and abundantly in
English as well as in French. One question that presents itself is whether he was discovering
these writers in English, or whether their translation into French brought them to his attention; it
is impossible to tell from his lists or journals how he came to notice them, although he seems to
have often tried them out in French translation, moving on to original texts if he deemed them
important enough or if other works had not been translated.
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The thirties continued much the same as the late twenties; the lists are littered with new
authors such as Faulkner, but also classics such as Shakespeare, Henry Fielding, and Thomas
Hardy, as well as many critical works on American writing. Once he was hired as the English
reader for Gallimard early in 1938, the volume of Anglophone literature he read increased
dramatically. Between January and February 1938, for instance, thirteen consecutive Englishlanguage titles appear on his reading list. Not surprisingly, there is a visible shift at that time to
the hyper-contemporary, as many of these were prospective new translations for Gallimard: of
the thirteen, only three of these titles had been originally published in English more than two
years earlier. By the summer of 1938, he was reading as much or more in English than in he was
in French. His reading in this period includes work by Bertrand Russell, Hemingway,
Chesterton, Stein, Faulkner, Djuna Barnes, Wyndham Lewis, and William Saroyan.
During the late 1930s, Queneau’s reading of contemporary Modernist writing continued
to increase, and it was during this period that he devoured the works of Gertrude Stein. This
increase in contemporary American reading was brought about at least in part through his
involvement with Henry Miller and his circle, and because he was to translate Anglophone
pieces for two issues of the journal Mesures, a French literary journal, the editorial board of
which included Bernard Groethuysen, Henri Michaux, and Jean Paulhan, director of the N.R.F..
Miller introduced him to Lawrence Durrell, and Queneau read Durrell’s The Black Book in 1938.
In preparation for the second issue of Mesures that he worked on, Queneau read contemporary
American writers such as Marianne Moore, John Dos Passos, and William Carlos Williams, who
were to be featured in the issue, some of them in his translations, as well as other contemporary
figures such as Kay Boyle, Ezra Pound, T.S. Eliot, and of course, Miller himself. Similar
Modernist readings continued into 1939 as his task to select and translate pieces for Mesures
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took over: for instance, that January and February saw Queneau reading Dorothy Richardson,
Vachel Lindsay, and anthologies of American poetry.
During the War, Queneau read what he could get his hands on, especially while he was
living in the barracks in 1939. The Liberation of Paris in 1944 brought with it a surge of proAmerican sentiment to France, and this influx of availability saw Queneau strike out in a number
of new directions; the lists from the mid-1940s announce the discovery of new contemporary
Anglophone writers such as Mervyn Peake, Carson McCullers, and Charles Olson, as well as the
reading of copious amounts of Henry James. He read nearly thirty titles by James between 1943
and 1950, mostly in English, but he also continued to discover new authors and new genres
during this period. Of note, this included first contemporary Anglophone crime fiction, then
American science fiction. Before we move on to these later discoveries, let us first examine a
few of the writers from these earlier reading periods who were major influences on Queneau as a
writer but who will also tie into our later discussion of Queneau and literary translation.

3 – The Influence of Certain Key Anglophone Writers
As early as his first novel, Le Chiendent, Queneau drew his inspiration for rigid formalism from
several key Anglophone writers. In his “Conversation avec Georges Ribemont-Dessaignes,”
transcribed from an interview recorded in 1950, he singles out Joyce and Faulkner as chief
among the writers who inspired him early on:
Alors, sous l’influence de Joyce et de Faulkner (qui n’était pas encore traduit), pour
d’autres raisons aussi, j’ai donné une forme, un rythme à ce que j’étais en train d’écrire. Je
me suis fixé des règles aussi strictes que celles du sonnet. Les personnages n’apparaissent
pas et ne disparaissent pas au hasard, de même les lieux, les différents modes d’expression.
(BCL 41)
This rhythmic, poetic construction in the work of the Irishman and his American counterpart,
which Queneau takes pride in announcing that he read prior to its arrival in France in translation,
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permitted him to look on the construction of the novel as a mathematical system, a complex
network of variants that could be represented numerically or graphically both before and after the
composition process. Furthermore, the stylistic experimentation he recognized in their work fit
well with the program of stylistic expansion he had in mind for his fiction, complementary as it
was to conclusions he had drawn from sources ranging from the formal linguistics of Joseph
Vendryes to classic French authors such as Rabelais and Flaubert.

3.1 – Breaking the Homeric Binary: The Influence of James Joyce
Queneau first read James Joyce in June 1922, beginning in the original English with the Cape
edition of The Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. He followed this with Dubliners in 1925,
also in the Cape edition, a full year before the French translation by Fernandez, Pasquier, and
Reynaud was published by Plon-Nourrit. In September 1929, he logged reading Ulysse (with no
final “s,” and thus in the French translation by Morel and Gilbert, reviewed by Valery Larbaud
and Joyce himself). Between January and March 1933, he reread it in the original English, and
from that point on he seems to have read anything by or on Joyce that he could get his hands on.
Clearly Joyce’s writing struck a chord with Queneau, as his affinity for the Irishman’s work
lasted his entire lifetime. Soon after, he began reading Joyce’s Work in Progress publications;
these were early draft sections of Finnegans Wake, published in France by Eugene and Maria
Jolas in their journal transition.10 He continued to read these as they were released, alongside
numerous other critical works on Joyce by 1936.
In fact, not only do the primary Joyce entries in Queneau’s reading lists span nearly fifty
years, but his lists also include an additional sixteen secondary titles about Joyce and his work.
His first foray into these secondary readings came in 1933 when he read Stuart Gilbert’s James
Joyce’s Ulysses (1932), and he continued to read works by Joyce and about Joyce throughout the
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years that followed. In late 1959, for example, he mentions Patricia Hutchins’s biographical
study James Joyce’s World (1957), and he takes the time to note down the list of places Joyce
stayed during his years in Paris (1000-01). This fascination with Joyce evidently lasted until the
very end, as in March 1976, just seven months before his death, Queneau reread Louis Gillet’s
Stèle pour Joyce (1941), which he had first read in 1942.
Joyce’s work appeared in translation in France in the early 1920s, with the first fulllength translation appearing in 1924. While Queneau had read Joyce in English as early as 1922,
it was the appearance of Ulysse in 1929 that had such an effect on him as a writer and thinker.
During the 1930s, his esteem for the Irish author’s work impacted his literary work, and was also
apparent in the early years of his career in publishing. Gallimard had years earlier purchased the
rights to Ulysse, and published their own edition of the Morel, Gilbert, and Larbaud translation in
1929. After being hired by Gallimard in 1938, Queneau pushed to have more Joyce added to the
Gallimard list. According to Lécureur, Queneau was not actively involved in the Gallimard
decision in January 1938 to purchase the French rights to Dedalus (The Portrait of the Artist as a
Young Man, first published in France in 1924 by Éditions de la Sirène in a translation by
Ludmilla Savitsky), having only begun working for them earlier the same month. He did
however inform them on 8 February 1938 “que l’écrivain irlandais va publier un nouveau livre
qui sera certainement difficile à traduire. C’est pourquoi, il suggère de demander à Stuart Gilbert
une sorte d’essai sur cet ouvrage, Finnegans Wake” (Lécureur 223-24). Gallimard published
their own edition of Dedalus in 1943. And yet, however much Queneau admired Joyce’s writing,
Lécureur also states that in February 1948, by then much more established at Gallimard,
Queneau rejected purchasing Finnegans Wake for Gallimard, “parce qu’il serait très long à
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traduire, et très cher” (319). This decision speaks to his ability to keep his personal tastes
separate from his business decisions, for the good of the publishing house.
In his writing and as a part of the public persona that he developed within it, he made no
attempt to hide the influences of his preferred Anglophone writers. Over time, it became clear
that he chose to position himself alongside them; theirs was an authenticity and an outside
otherness that, by association, lent Queneau a touch of cosmopolitan modernness. Looking back
on the early essays collected in Le Voyage en Grèce as he wrote the introduction for the volume
in 1973, he noted that his early articles had what he found to be “un ton qui rappelle celui que je
deplore […]. Je trouve plus satisfaisant (peut-être) de voir Joyce, Miller et Pound enrôlés (ou
même shanghaied) dans ma barque; plus satisfaisant sinon conclusif” (Voyage 12). References to
Joyce abound in his articles, and from the earliest, it is often Joyce that he credits as a key source
of inspiration. In “Technique du roman,” first published in Volontés in 1937, he states that he
must “reconnaître [s]a dette envers les romanciers anglais et américains qui m’ont appris qu’il
existait une technique du roman, et tout spécialement envers Joyce” (BCL 28).
This technique of the novel, as we have seen, involved a rigidly formulated structure akin
to that of poetry, and for Queneau, this fixation was drawn primarily from his Anglophone
influences. In “La symphonie inachevée” (Dec. 1938), an essay in which he mentions Joyce
alongside Marcel Proust, it is again the question of the overall importance of a systematic
construction: “Proust est, avec Joyce, l’un des premiers à avoir construit un roman” (BCL 206).
Joyce can be seen as having influenced Queneau on a stylistic level, such as through his use of
translanguaging and wordplay, but in Queneau’s criticism, it is generally through the lens of
construction and organization that he presents Joyce’s impact.

102

As we have seen, Queneau did not begin reading secondary criticism on Joyce’s work
until 1933, which shows that he recognized the formal inventiveness of Joyce’s fiction during his
early readings of the work, and especially during his initial 1929 reading of Ulysse in the Morel
and Gilbert translation. This lends credence to his later claim, during his recorded discussion
with Georges Charbonnier, that his critical studies of the forms such as the ones he employed in
the construction of Le Chiendent did not take place until after the publication of this first novel,
and that the inspiration was drawn from the Anglophone works themselves. Most particularly, he
states, from Joyce’s Ulysses, Faulkner’s Sanctuary, and Conrad’s Lord Jim. “Non, je les ai faites
après, ces études,” he tells Charbonnier. “A ce moment-là j’étais influencé par Joyce d’abord, et
puis par Faulkner, par le Faulkner de Sanctuaire” (Entretiens 50).
Strict formalism, however, was not the only aspect of Joyce’s writing that Queneau
admired. In “James Joyce, auteur classique,” a piece that ran in Volontés in 1938, he further
lauded Joyce’s precision and attention to detail along several compositional lines:
Il existe dans la littérature contemporaine, un exemple de cette inspiration continue et
transcendée […] et de la coïncidence impliquant chez le poète une parfaite conscience de
ses buts et de ses moyens. Cet exemple, on le trouve dans l’Ulysses et le Work in Progress
de James Joyce. Rien, dans ces œuvres, n’est laissé au hasard. Sa part seule lui est
abandonnée et tout jaillit librement; car la liberté ne se compose pas de hasards. Tout est
déterminé, l’ensemble comme les épisodes, et rien ne manifeste une contrainte. Dans Work
in Progress, chaque mot a les sens que veut l’auteur; ce n’est pas le résultat d’une invention
gratuite, gagnant des significations par raccroc. Cette liberté dans la nécessité, […] cette
tendance réussie vers l’universel, tout cela montre en Joyce un classique véritable–et
j’espère expliquer dans un article ultérieur comment son rattachement direct à Homère
exprime la vérité dernière de la littérature occidentale. (Voyage 133-34)
Here, he goes past formal construction, and broaches what to many might seem to be a more a
more obvious link between Queneau and Joyce: the various levels of lexical experimentation at
play in their writing. Visible here is his understanding of the multiple semantic possibilities
inherent in some of Joyce’s creative uses of lexical manipulation. Much as is the case with
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Queneau’s own writing, Joyce’s portmanteau words and playful orthographic experimentation
often lead the reader to two or more possible readings, a fact which Queneau here acknowledges
with his use of the plural article when he writes “chaque mot a les sens que veut l’auteur.”
Even more enthusiastically, the last line relates to what might be the greatest tribute
Queneau paid to Joyce, positing him as the exception to one of Queneau’s own golden rules of
literature. A notion developed over the course of a number of different essays, he expressed the
belief that all serious literature could be situated within two camps: each great work was either
an Iliad or an Odyssey. “Il n’y a que l’Iliade et l’Odyssée qui comptent,” he wrote in Volontés in
August 1938 (Voyage 124). Again, in his introduction to the 1947 edition of Flaubert’s Bouvard
et Pécuchet, he writes: “La littérature (profane–c’est-à-dire la vraie) commence avec Homère
(déjà grand sceptique) et toute grande œuvre est soit une Iliade soit une Odyssée, les odyssées
étant beaucoup plus nombreuses que les iliades” (BCL 110). In this same text, he lists off a series
of examples, and includes Ulysse on the side of the odysseys, “c’est-à-dire des récits de temps
pleins” (110). And yet, a few years later, when speaking to Charbonnier, he seems to have
reconsidered, suggesting that Joyce had surpassed this tidy standard division. He explains:
On peut dire que la fiction a consisté soit à placer des personnages imaginaires dans une
histoire vraie, ce qui est l’Iliade, soit à présenter l’histoire d’un individu comme ayant une
valeur historique générale, ce qu’est l’Odyssée. Mais à la suite de cet acte magique
accompli par Joyce avec Ulysse, peut-être en sort-on. (Entretiens 62-63)
For Queneau, Joyce’s work was the “verité dernière” in western literature, and it was by way of
Joyce’s accomplishments that western literature was moving into a new unknown. And, as he
had more than once made it clear that he had been influenced by Joyce earlier than most in
France, this of course also suggested to his own readers that he too was involved with this new
unknown. But above all, it expressed his admiration for the work of an influence whose genius
he had recognized during his formative years, those just before he had begun writing himself.
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Only one other work seems to have fit this lofty criterion for Queneau, standing apart from this
binary distinction that purportedly encompassed all serious literature. This was the work of
Gertrude Stein, about which he wrote in his journal a decade later, “The Making of Americans
n’est ni une Iliade ni une Odyssée” (Journaux 1026).
Joyce’s impact on Queneau as a writer surpassed strictly formal influence; it is visible on
a lexical level as well, and it fits what we have seen of his interest in expanding French literary
language though the incorporation of outside elements. For Bergheaud, this is once again a
question of intentional opacity and interruption. As she puts it:
L’opacité, dont nos auteurs modernes se proposent de montrer qu’elle est intrinsèque au
langage, est maintenue dans Finnegans Wake à tous les niveaux. Celui de la syntaxe. Celui
du mot, redevenu primitive onomatopée ou métamorphosé en créature étrange, mot-valise
au sens strict. Enfin, celui du mot inventé plus librement, dont l’hybridité résulte souvent
d’une opération ayant recours à la greffe de langues étrangères. (344)
As I have previously argued, I see this usage on the part of Queneau as an attempt to expand the
possibilities of literary language and not an active attempt to devalue it. That said, the examples
Bergheaud provides remain useful to us, as we can see in them many similarities between the
techniques used by the two authors.
In her analysis of parallel language-play between Joyce and Queneau, she points out the
eruption of foreign languages in Joyce’s work as early as Ulysses (344), suggesting the “Proteus
Episode” as a convincing example. In the opening paragraphs of this section, Joyce writes:
Bald he was and a millionaire, maestro di color che sanno. Limit of the diaphane in. Why
in? Diaphane, adiaphane […] You are walking through it howsomever. I am, a stride at a
time. A very short space of time through very short times of space. Five, six: the
nacheinander. Exactly: and that is the ineluctable modality of the audible. Open your eyes.
No. Jesus! If I fell over a cliff that beetles o’er his base, fell through the nebeneinander
ineluctably […] Sounds solid: made by the mallet of Los Demiurgos. Am I walking into
eternity along Sandymount strand? Crush, crack, crik, crick. Wild sea money. Dominie
Deasy kens them a’. (Ulysses 34)
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Within this passage, Bergheaud notes a citation from Dante in Italian, terms in German borrowed
from Lessing, and “le pastiche d’une chanson Populaire en dialecte écoassais” (344). More
generally, she enumerates examples of creative lexical methods found in Joyce’s writing,
dividing them into several categories. First, she points out foreign borrowings which are inserted
into the text as they are. As an example, she provides borrowings from the French such as
recherché and pailleté, both found in the sixth section of Finnegans Wake (345). Then, she
identifies plurilingual portmanteau words, citing “mielodorous,” 11 a combination of the French
“miel” [“honey”] with the English “odorous,” among other examples. Third, she designates the
graphic deformation of foreign borrowings, such as “Myrrdin aloer!” 12 for the French “Merde
alors!” Finally, she shows compound versions, such as “Silvapais,” 13 which, she suggests,
involves the “renvoi phonétique à la formule française de politesse,” and “est dans le même
temps l’agglutination du latin ‘silva’ [“forest”] et de l’espagnol ‘país’ [“country”]” (345-46).
For Bergheaud, in hybrid examples with at least a portion of the combination coming
from the reader’s native English, “une part de la langue anglaise restait perceptible dans les
créations lexicales, ce qui garantissait un premier niveau de compréhension, même très
superficiel.” But with the last categories, drawing exclusively from outside the host language, “la
connaissance approfondie des langues étrangères (il s’agit non seulement de reconnaître les
termes étrangers, mais surtout de décrypter le fonctionnement du jeu de mots dans la langue
étrangère) devient la condition sine qua non de la compréhension, qui n’est jamais entièrement
assurée de surcroît” (346). Whether or not we are in complete agreement on the aims of such
experimentation, especially as it was used by Queneau, there is evident similarity between these
examples drawn from Joyce and others available in Queneau’s novels. Examining only Zazie
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dans le métro, published thirty years after he first read Ulysses, we can see similar forms of
manipulation on a lexical level.
As to the first category, Queneau’s insertion of foreign borrowings ranges from the
simple to the complex. For instance, Turandot asks the fellow selling blue jeans whether they
have been acquired from American surplus. “Natürlich,” the man replies in German, leaving
enough of the French “naturellement” visible for the reader to move right past the insertion
(Œuvres III, 590). In a more complex fashion, when Zazie and her uncle Gabriel are surrounded
by foreigners at the Eiffel Tower, Queneau translanguages within the dialog, having a tourist
incongruously shift from Latin to English, “Male bonas horas collocamus si non dicis isti puellae
the reason why this man Charles went away” (Œuvres III, 620). This extreme example is
admittedly rather opaque, although many of his French readers in 1959 would have studied some
Latin in school. One can also ask here whether it is necessary for both the Latin and the English
to be understood by the reader; the tourist characters are for the most part integrated into the
scene as adornment to the central action and to add to the chaos of the events. The reply to this
interruption inserts a single word of Italian into the French, followed by a full phrase in English:
“Mon petit vieux, lui répondit Gabriel, mêle-toi de tes cipolles. She knows why and she bothers
me quite a lot” (Œuvres III, 620). Again, the intrusion of the Italian word for “onions” is of low
opacity, as not only does the phrase take the form of a standard idiomatic expression from
French, “mêle-toi de tes oignons,” but the Italian word shares its root with several onion-related
nouns in French, such as ciboule (“scallion”) and ciboulette (“chive”), as well as the Spanish
word for onion, “cebolla.” By targeting recognizable elements, be they full cognates or shared
roots, Queneau limits the opacity produced by his polyglottal insertions.
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The sort of plurilingual portmanteau words and graphic deformations of borrowings
which Bergheaud points out in Ulysses are readily found in Zazie as well. For example, in a
single line of Gabriel’s in Chapter III, we find one of each: “Pour qu’il m’arrive la même chose
qu’à toi? pour que je me fasse linnecher par le vulgue homme Pécusse?” (Œuvres III, 584). Here,
we have “linnecher,” a French conjugation of the English verb “to lynch,” whereas “vulgue
homme Pécusse” is a spoken misunderstanding of the Latin-borrowed locution “vulgum pecus,”
which ironically signifies “the layman” or “the ignorant.” Queneau uses this method again on the
same page, having his character say “à la liquette ninque,” stacking the Latin “hic et nunc” with
a laundry-based pun found in the word “liquette,” French slang for a shirt. Another example of
the graphic deformation of foreign words occurs repeatedly throughout the text, as Zazie is
determined to acquire a pair of “bloudjinnzes,” taking a common English word and accounting
for the pronunciation of a young French girl, right down to the addition of double plural flexion,
which accounts for the French borrowing of an English word which is always used in the plural.
There are undoubtedly many more comparisons that could be made between the formal
and lexical inventiveness of Joyce and Queneau. These few brief examples demonstrate above all
Queneau’s indebtedness to him on a creative level. There are also technical differences in how
the two writers employ syntax during these processes, and in their selection of outside elements
for insertion into their texts; for Queneau, opacity does not seem to have been the goal, as many
of his uses of such methods remain relatively transparent. Further to this, Queneau mobilized an
idiolectal repurposing of elements from Joyce’s work for inclusion into his own projects, making
use of these borrowings in ways that suited his personal style and project aims.
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3.2 – A Formal and Stylistic Direction: Queneau’s Reading of William Faulkner
Raymond Queneau discovered William Faulkner in 1932, according to his lists, reading
Sanctuary in English that April. This was roughly a year after the book’s release and shortly
before he left on the trip to Greece during which he wrote his own first novel, Le Chiendent.
Sanctuary exploded onto the French literary scene in 1933, its red Gallimard wrap-around band
announcing it as a personal discovery by André Malraux, who had just won that year’s Prix
Goncourt for La Condition Humaine. Over the course of the decades that followed, Queneau
read at least nine more volumes of Faulkner’s work. The peak period of interest appears to have
been between 1938 and 1939, when he read Faulkner’s novels immediately upon their release:
The Unvanquished a month after its release in February 1938, and Wild Palms the month of its
release in January 1939. The only Faulkner that he read in French, according to his lists, were
Tandis que j’agonise (As I Lay Dying, 1930) and Le Bruit et la Fureur (The Sound and the Fury,
1929), both of which were translated by Maurice-Edgar Coindreau and published by Gallimard
(in 1934 and 1938, respectively). The rest of his reading of Faulkner was done in the original,
and years if not decades before they were translated into French.
Bergheaud’s analysis of the stylistic relationship between Queneau and Faulkner focuses
largely on syntax. Regarding the manipulation of literary language, however, she notes
Faulkner’s use of “parler populaire,” in his case the spoken language of his native American
south. In addition, she sees a connection between the two authors in Faulkner’s “détournement
graphique et phonétique” (340). She gives examples of mis-conjugated verbs (irregular verbs
treated as regular, such as “I’ve seed you before”), truncated spellings based on regional
pronunciations (befo=before) and orthography intended to highlight regional vowel variation
(“You kin come around in the mawning” for “morning”). While Queneau may have come across
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some similar graphic manipulations in his earlier readings of Conrad, whom he had read in
English as early as 1922, such encounters in his reading of Faulkner at the time he was beginning
to write his own fiction are likely to have brought such ideas to the surface. Graphical
manipulations of orthography are visible throughout his body of work, as early as the “Meussieu,
meussieu, meussieu” of the first chapter of Le Chiendent (Œuvres II, 7), which demonstrates
both truncation and vowel change, and culminating in the many creative applications found in
Zazie dans le métro, such as the variant spellings of a word such as the verb expliquer:
“expliquer” (Œuvres III, 563), “espliquer” (580), “esspliquer” (565), not to mention the
aforementioned “bloudjinnzes” (Œuvres III, 590).
Another element we must consider when describing the impact of Faulkner on Queneau
is the question of form and structure. As we have seen, Queneau felt strongly about organizing
his novels along lines he related to the strict organization of poetry; Technique du roman makes
this clear as early as 1937. Bergheaud offers Henry James as the most evident source of formal
influence, pointing to the technical breakdowns he provides in his Notebooks of texts such as The
Patagonia, The Coxon Fund, or The Spoils of Poynton. However, while Queneau did read
James’s Notebooks, and may indeed have drawn inspiration from the American-English
novelist’s explanations of his formal experimentations with carefully planned structure and
length, Queneau noted having read them much later, in 1948 and 1950. It is possible he
recognized the structural methods at play in James’s novels as he read them, but as read most of
them in the mid-1940s14 and only notes reading one title, The Coxon Fund, prior to 1938 (and
this in August 1933, three months after his manuscript of Le Chiendent had been accepted by
Gallimard), there is little here to suggest an influence that could account for the rigid structural
nature of such early Queneau works as Le Chiendent (1933) and Gueule de Pierre (1934).
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Instead, as Queneau told Georges Charbonnier in 1950, it was Faulkner and Joyce, rather
than James, from whom he drew his fascination with strict formal structure, at least in the early
1930s and for the construction of such works as Le Chiendent and Gueule de Pierre. He
elaborated during his discussion with Charbonnier:
Sanctuaire est très construit, dans ce genre-là. Il y a une alternance des apparitions de
personnages, etc., qui est très stricte aussi. J’avais été influencé, inspiré par ces deux
exemples; aussi par celui de Lord Jim de Conrad; mais ce n’est qu’après que j’ai étudié
cela plus attentivement, surtout dans la littérature anglo-saxonne; je n’ai pas trouvé
d’exemple et d’inspiration dans la littérature française. (Entretiens 50)
In fact, Queneau suggests not only that his inspiration for such formal procedures came
exclusively from Anglophone literature, but that the other French authors who had, in the years
after the publication of Le Chiendent, begun to experiment with similar procedures also drew
their inspiration from the same sources. “[…] la plupart des auteurs qui participant à ce
mouvement sont, je crois, des anglicistes; Butor, par exemple, qui est je crois, professeur
d’anglais; je pense qu’eux aussi ont été inspirés par les exemples qui viennent des littératures
anglaise et américaine” (Entretiens 51). While this statement roots Queneau’s early work in
Faulkner as it had also been rooted in Joyce, it can also perhaps be read as an exaggeration
intended to further set his work apart from those of his French contemporaries.
To these statements of influence made by Queneau, Bergheaud adds concrete examples
of cyclical structure in the novels of Faulkner, and in particular, a regressive movement in The
Sound and the Fury toward the novel’s opening. This is a device which Queneau himself used in
Le Chiendent. However, although Faulkner wrote The Sound and the Fury some three years
before Queneau completed his first novel, we must take Queneau at his word as to Sanctuary
being a source of inspiration for these formal procedures and not The Sound and the Fury, which
according to his reading log he did not read until 1934. If we are to trust the lists and the
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statement he made to Charbonnier, the works that could have provided this inspiration were
Faulkner’s Sanctuary, Joyce’s Dubliners, Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, Ulysses (at that
point, only in the French translation by Morel and Gilbert), and any of the fifteen volumes of
Conrad that he had read prior to 1933, especially Lord Jim and Notes on Life and Letters.
It is clear, however, that Queneau was one of Faulkner’s early advocates in France;
Sartre’s important text on Faulkner was not published until 1939, first in the N.R.F., later in
Situations I (1947). By the late 1940s, considered by his contemporaries to be a French expert on
Faulkner, Queneau was invited to write the introduction to Éditions de Minuit’s French
translation of Mosquitoes (Moustiques), published in May 1948. In his introduction, he points out
yet another difference he sees between Anglophone writers, especially Americans, and French
writers of his era. For Queneau, Faulkner followed a trajectory that was typical of American
authors: first a collection of poetry, then a novel drawn from life experience (Soldier’s Pay), then
a second novel which focuses on the lives of artists, especially writers. Queneau saw this as quite
common among American writers, and not at all common in France:
Et il se trouve que Mosquitoes est une histoire de high brows, d’ “artistes.” Les “artistes”
sont personnages fort communs dans la littérature anglo-saxonne […] le nombre de romans
dont les héros sont des littérateurs y est considérable, il est peu d’écrivains américains qui
n’en ait commis au moins un. La proportion est certainement beaucoup plus élevée qu’en
France, où l’ont décrit relativement peu les “milieux littéraires,” qui y existent pourtant.
(Moustiques 8-9)
As he did in “Technique du roman,” Queneau positions himself alongside Faulkner and similar
American authors, and apart from his French contemporaries. He analyzes comments made by
Faulkner which appear in Coindreau’s translation of The Sound and the Fury, describing him as
a mathematician who solves problems by developing “de nouvelles classes de fonctions”
(Moustiques 10). By the fact that he cites Coindreau’s Le Bruit et la Fureur, which he had read
in 1942, we are reminded again that Queneau read Faulkner only in English, with the exception
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of that and Tandis que j’agonise, which he had read back in 1934. It is uncertain whether
Queneau even read the Éditions de Minuit translation of Mosquitoes he was prefacing, unsigned
but attributed to Pierre Dumayet. His introduction is playful, and makes use of a cyclical,
repetitive structure of the sort he attributes to Faulkner and Joyce; in each section of the essay,
until the final lines, he returns again and again to a framing question, that of whether Faulkner
had ever “participé à une croisière sur un quelconque Nausicaa, invité par une quelconque Mrs.
Maurier” (Moustiques 7, 8, 11-12, 14). This repeated question, parallel to Queneau’s discussion,
allows him to comment on Faulkner’s method through form, providing a rhythmic structure of
insistence to his own introduction. In doing so, he pays homage to Faulkner, one of his great
influences, through the sincerest form of flattery: imitation.
Queneau later incorporated other Faulknerian elements into his work; Faulkner’s writing
played a role in his conceptualization of néo-français through syntax and graphic manipulation,
but also in other ways. Let us recall that Sanctuary was Queneau’s introduction to Faulkner; it
was published in 1931 and Queneau read it in August 1932. Faulkner, needing money at the time
he wrote it, modeled Sanctuary after more mainstream pot-boilers; Queneau, later, incorporated
similar narrative techniques (although in his own playful way) in the writing of both Pierrot mon
ami (1942) and his first pseudonymous “Sally Mara” novel, On est toujours trop bon avec les
femmes (1947). While his repeated attempts to situate himself alongside his favorite Anglophone
writers such as Faulkner and Joyce may have been in some ways a form of self-marketing, a
manner in which he attempted to set himself apart from his French contemporaries, there can
also be little question that the influence was genuine and heartfelt.
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4 – Circular Transmission: Queneau, Miller, and the Villa Seurat Crowd
Throughout the 1930s, as he worked to establish himself as a writer of fiction and poetry,
Queneau frequented French writers and artists alike, many of whom were active participants in
the French literary scene. The literary climate in Paris had changed during the interwar years,
and, during the mid-1930s, Queneau also gradually began to meet some of their Anglophone
counterparts, and his introduction into these literary networks impacted his career in various
ways. As Jean-Marc Gouanvic explains, between 1922 and 1939, because of puritanical
asceticism and a lack of material opportunity, on the heels of a wave of literary expatriation,
there appeared “une douzaine de petites maisons d’édition qui publient en anglais en sol français
des ouvrages qui, selon leurs éditeurs, auraient été refusés par des éditeurs américains ou
anglais” (163-64). It was in great part within this nascent cosmopolitan scene that Queneau first
began to make use of his study of English and of Anglophone literature.
What began as social networking and was forged in mutual admiration and dedication to
a similar literary aesthetic became over the course of several years a small open network of
multilingual literary exchange; as a result, literary relationships with journals and publishers on
both sides of the channel and abroad in the United States were shared between locals and expats,
joint editorial ventures were undertaken, and mutual translation was common practice. An
examination of Queneau’s interactions within this sort of network illustrates the part such
systems of mutual promotion played not only in the individual careers of those who participated,
but in the transmission of literatures across national and linguistic borders. Whereas often
cultural transmission is viewed as a unidirectional transaction, in this case it is perhaps more
appropriate to employ notions such as simultaneous transmission, or, especially in such a
synchronous and reciprocal system such as this one, circular transmission.
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4.1 – Queneau and Miller: International Local Area Network
One group of writers and artists Queneau began to frequent in the mid-1930s, largely comprised
of ex-pats living in Paris, is generally referred to as the Villa Seurat group, centered around the
American novelist Henry Miller. The group included at its core the Czech-born Alfred Perlès, in
those days employed by the Paris office of the Chicago Tribune, French-American writer Anaïs
Nin, and British novelist Lawrence Durrell. The group takes its name from Miller’s Parisian
residence at 18 Villa Seurat, which he occupied from 1934. Other members associated with the
group of artists and friends included the German painter Hans Reichel, the Hungarian
photographer Brassaï, and the English then-surrealist poet and translator David Gascoyne
(Richtofen I: 104). Queneau first met Henry Miller the same year the American took up
residence in the Villa, according to his journals (Journaux 329), either introduced to him by
Frank Dobo,15 or through Brassaï (Richtofen I: 199).16 The two found out quite quickly that they
shared many interests. For instance:
During one of their first meetings, according to a letter to Anaïs Nin, [Miller and Queneau]
talked about Joyce, or rather about Miller’s “The World of Death,” a chapter on Joyce and
Proust from his work on D.H. Lawrence. It was, as Miller wrote, “a good talk in which we
understood one another clearly.” (Richtofen I: 200)
Shared enthusiasm for contemporary writers such as Joyce and Pound was as much a road to
friendship as were the positions they found themselves in as writers trying to make inroads into
established literary scenes that were slow to accept newcomers.
Twelve years Queneau’s senior, born in New York to German parents, Miller can fairly
be labeled a Francophile, although perhaps not to the same extent as Queneau was an anglophile.
Miller qualified himself as such in A Devil in Paradise, stating that during his years in France he
had been “an expatriate from Brooklyn, a Francophile, a vagabond, a writer only at the beginning
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of his career, naïve, enthusiastic, absorbent as a sponge, interested in everything, seemingly
rudderless” (7-8). Prior to relocating to Paris in 1930, Miller had already read a fair amount of
French literature, although mostly in translation and from previous generations: Huysmans, Gide,
Balzac, Proust, and Flaubert figure on this list (Richtofen I: 183). He made use of his knowledge
of both cultures, turning each to his advantage whenever possible as he moved back and forth
across the Atlantic. While he evidently tried to capitalize on his knowledge of both shores, he
was also genuinely interested in the literature of his native and adoptive countries.
Correspondence between the two, beginning in 1934, shows their relationship to have
been more or less business at first, with Miller writing Queneau to inquire about publishing
inroads and possible translations of his work.17 However, their friendship blossomed from there,
and this relationship continued for years; eventually, Queneau translated some of Miller’s texts
himself, and Miller was later instrumental in helping him to be published abroad. The two
authors shared an interest in diverse subjects such as metaphysics, but also discussed the work of
many of their literary contemporaries. As evidenced in a letter from April 1937, Miller provided
Queneau with a copy of Gertrude Stein’s Narration, published by the University of Chicago
Press in 1935 (Miller and Queneau, Centre de Documentation Raymond Queneau (CDRQ),
CL41). This came shortly after he had first discovered Stein, as his reading lists note Stein’s
Three Lives and Narration in April and May 1937. Other key contemporary Anglophone writers
were also brought to his attention by Miller; he first read John Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men in
January 1938 after Miller suggested he do so in a letter dated 17 October 1937 (CDRQ CL41),
even offering it to him as a Christmas present in early December. Miller also supplied him with
work by Dylan Thomas in April 1938, and forwarded him copies of works of English-language
Eastern Philosophy and psychology.18 Miller kept Queneau’s publishing needs in mind, too,
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regularly sending him books he suggested Queneau look at for possible translation, such as
James Hanley’s No Directions (1943). It was through exchanges such as these that Queneau
stayed abreast of what was happening in American and English literature of his day; this reading
proved influential to him as a writer, but was also of great use when it came to his staying current
as the English literature specialist at Gallimard.
Beyond the sharing of book tips and physical copies, Queneau and Miller soon
collaborated in more direct ways. Part of the charm of a group of artist-friends such as the Villa
Seurat group was in the way they regularly assisted each other to find publishing venues and paid
writing work. This was particularly important for Miller and Durrell at this juncture, because of
the legal difficulties then surrounding their previous publications in America and England. To
compensate for this, they published wherever they were able to find a paying platform; Miller
even published several pieces under Perlès’ name in the Sunday editions of the Chicago Herald
Tribune, not being able to contribute on his own as he was not a staff writer. Perlès arranged
translation work for Miller, Miller lent a hand with Durrell’s Black Book, Durrell helped out with
Miller’s Tropic of Cancer (Richtofen I: 142). These collaborative practices were common
among struggling French artists as well, and were not restricted to the ex-pat scene in Paris. As
Miller and his compatriots grew closer to French writers and artists such as Queneau, a fair
amount of cross-over between the locals and the expats became standard.

4.2 – Direct Collaborations Between Queneau and Miller: The Booster & Volontés
Queneau’s working relationship with Miller soon moved past introductions and shared books and
became more public: the short-lived little magazine The Booster was one such cross-over. In
1937, out of work, Alfred Perlès found a new publishing venue for himself and his literary
associates: The Booster was originally “the house organ of the American Country Club of
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France, and Perlès was asked to turn it into what his friend Lawrence Durrell later called a Paris
version of The New Yorker” (Richtofen I: 1a). Perlès, Miller, and Durrell “galvanized the Club
sheet into an avant-garde literary review, their contributions set incongruously against drab
country club notes and snob-shop advertisements. Four issues of the new Booster appeared in the
course of the autumn and winter; then, under legal threats for obscenity, the editors changed the
review’s name to Delta” (Richtofen I: 1a). Queneau’s first official overlap with the “new”
Booster came in its third issue, published in November 1937. The little magazine had opted for a
bilingual format: in that issue, alongside English-language texts that included an excerpt from
William Saroyan’s 1937 collection, The Gay and Melancholy Flux, and Miller’s Epilogue to
Black Spring, were texts entirely in French, including a translation to French by Perlès, and an
excerpt from Queneau’s Gueule de Pierre (1934), a portion of its first chapter, Les Poissons
(Perlès 1937, TOC). The fact that its editors believed it appropriate to publish the magazine in
both languages demonstrates the cross-cultural exchange in play in Paris at the time.
Soon forced to change the journal’s name because of the threat of legal action by the
country club association, the little magazine was renamed Delta, and ran for three additional
issues until Easter 1939. Delta was similarly bilingual; the final issue, Delta 7 (Easter 1939),
contains six pieces in French by Perlès and a translation of Pierre Jean Jouve by David
Gascoyne, alongside English texts such as a contribution by Dylan Thomas, and “Comforter,
Where, Where is Your Comforting?”, an early poem by Canadian author Elizabeth Smart (Perlès
Delta, TOC).19 Alongside regular texts by the likes of Miller, Durrell, Nin, Perlès, and Saroyan,
other issues of The Booster and Delta added new contemporary voices, many of whom Queneau
later read or admired. This included Kay Boyle, Charles Olson, Wallace Stevens, and James
Laughlin, publisher of New Directions. The presence of admired writers from overseas alongside
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roommates and friends from France, the United States, Canada, and England makes it clear that
even if this was desperately needed paid work for some, it was also an attempt to contribute to
the establishment a multilingual international literary scene; the vision for such a project
involved the regrouping of like minds regardless of regional boundaries.
The collaboration between Queneau and Miller was a two-way street, as Miller also
participated in some of Queneau’s own editorial ventures. Late in 1937, Miller joined the
editorial board of the newly-formed journal Volontés alongside Queneau, Georges Pelorson, and
Eugene Jolas, among others. Volontés ran from December 1937 to April 1940, a run of twentyone issues that contained many of Queneau’s articles later to be collected in Le Voyage en Grèce,
as well as the crucial “Technique du roman” later reprinted in Bâtons, chiffres et lettres. Queneau
and Pelorson contributed regular articles to Volontés alongside contemporary French writers
such as Jolas, Jean Prévost, Jacques Audiberti, and Léopold Senghor, but the journal also opened
its doors to expats such as Henry Miller.20 For example, numbers 16 and 17 from April and May
1939 contain the two parts of a long essay by Miller on Balzac’s Séraphita, translated into
French by Pelorson. Volontés was not bilingual in the same way The Booster was, but the fact
that Miller was published and involved editorially on the project speaks to the reciprocal respect
and advantage of such a mixed cultural network.
Some twenty years later, in A Devil in Paradise (1956), Miller described one of his
encounters with the Volontés group, providing a vivid remembrance of an astrological reading by
Conrad Moricand, a French astrologer who had published a piece in the second issue of Delta:
Never shall I forget the banquet given by the group sponsoring the revue Volontés, which
was directed by Georges Pelorson. Eugene Jolas and I were the only Americans in the
group; the rest were all French. There must have been about twenty of us at a table that
evening. The food was excellent, and the wine and liqueurs plentiful. Moricand sat opposite
me. On one side of him sat Jolas, and on the other, I believe, Raymond Queneau. Everyone
was in excellent spirits, the conversation running high. (12)
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This prewar social network, its shared editorial ventures, and multilingual inclusivity, was
intended first and foremost to further the early careers of its participants, but hand in hand with
that utilitarian goal was the secondary effect of a circular transmission of literature: through this
network, the work of these writers was transmitted simultaneously in both directions, from
English to French and from French to English, from France to England to American, from writer
to writer and from reader to reader.
4.3 – Queneau and Miller: Direct Intervention
Queneau was one of the first to review Miller’s work in France, publishing a double review of
Tropic of Cancer and Black Spring in the N.R.F. in December 1936. In this review, he draws
parallels between Miller and James Joyce. “Depuis Ulysses,” he opens, “aucune œuvre de
l’‘expatriation’ anglo-saxonne n’avait été autant remarquée que Tropic of Cancer, le premier
livre d’Henry Miller, publié, comme Ulysses, à Paris, et pour les mêmes raisons: l’emploi d’un
vocabulaire très large et dédaigneux des points de suspension […]” (Voyage 74). In his article,
Queneau suggests German historian and philosopher Oswald Spengler to be the key to unlocking
Miller’s texts, much in the way that he saw Italian philosopher Giambattista Vico as the key to
unlocking Joyce’s Work in Progress.21 He describes Tropic of Cancer as being “[un] récit épais
et dru, d’une langue violente et précise, où, dans le courant semble-t-il débordant d’une narration
d’un souffle continu, chaque mot garde son poids, sa place, signifie sa geste, se situe d’aplomb,
en pleine phrase, en son temps et en son lieu” (Voyage 75). Queneau conveys his appreciation for
Miller’s expanded vocabulary, and connects him to a trend he appreciates in American literature,
stating “Et l’on reconnaît là, même chez l’expatrié, le signe, la marque de la littérature
américaine actuelle: le sang et la mort ne signifient pas la déchéance, la boue n’est pas un
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oreiller” (Voyage 75). While he appreciates this realist spin to the darker side of the human story,
his article, although generally quite laudatory, also broaches some misgivings, which we can
relate back to what we know about his own predilection for a strictly organized writing. As he
arrives at Black Spring, he notes that while Miller’s force and vocabulary have if anything grown
stronger, the second book “manque peut-être de la belle unité qui organisait le premier, unité de
ton et de mœurs, j’oserai même dire: de lieu, de temps et d’action” (Voyage 75). He finds the
links between Black Spring’s sections to be tenuous, whereas he felt that Tropic of Cancer
contained within its sprawl an inner cohesion that was more suited to his personal predilection
for carefully-structured formalist writing.
Queneau’s review of Miller’s two early novels can also be seen as an example of
bilingual criticism that implicates an act of translation on Queneau’s part; the citations he offers
in his 1936 review, lines from Miller’s Tropic of Cancer and Black Spring, are offered to the
N.R.F.’s readers in French, whereas Tropique du Cancer was not published by Denoël until
1945, in a French translation by Paul Rivert, and Printemps Noir, also translated by Rivert, was
published by Gallimard in their Du monde entier series the year after that. Queneau’s ability to
review Anglophone literature in French, and to provide necessary examples in translation if none
were available, allowed him to better communicate his enthusiasm for new Anglophone writing
in a way that would have otherwise excluded large parts of his potential audience. The goal of
such reviews was to bring attention to work that should be published in France, as opposed to
commenting solely on material that had already found French publication.
This flair for multilingual approaches to literature was quite common among the
expatriate scene in Paris, given that many of them were at least bilingual. Like Queneau and
Pelorson, Henry Miller was also on occasion a translator of literary texts. While Miller’s French
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was not strong upon his arrival in France, it improved over time, and he too engaged in literary
translation to make ends meet, alongside ghost-writing and other options of the craft. 22 As
Richtofen notes, Miller pitched the translation of a series of lectures for the cosmopolitan Paul
Morand in 1932 (183). He also produced an incomplete translation of Rimbaud’s Une saison en
enfer in 1945,23 and translated occasional texts from the German. Miller’s associate David
Gascoyne published translations of such writers as Paul Éluard and Pierre Jean Jouve, and Perlès
translated from English to French. As bilinguals in a cosmopolitan literary scene, translation was
a part of their world, whether they considered it to be a primary creative act or not.
As for Miller’s own work, since legal difficulties in the Anglophone publishing world
made it impossible to live off the proceeds of his previous novels, Miller sought out other ways
in which to live from his writing. While in France, he was introduced to Jack Kahane of Obelisk
Press, who published Tropic of Cancer (1934) in English in Paris, followed by Black Spring
(1935) and Tropic of Capricorn (1939). This avenue was interrupted by the outbreak of the war
in 1939, at which time Miller left France for Greece to stay with Durrell. After the war, however,
Miller’s work began to find its way into French translation, most notably at Denoël, who had
published Céline’s Voyage au bout de la nuit in 1932, and Éditions du Chêne, founded by
Kahane’s son Maurice Girodias, who went on to found another of Miller’s English-language
venues, Olympia Press. This avenue also became problematic, when in 1947, Daniel Parker of
the Cartel d’action sociale et morale levied indecency charges against Miller, and his books
were found by French officials to be obscene and thus prohibited from publication in France.
Maurice Nadeau formed the Comité de défense de Henry Miller, which “included such
luminaries as André Breton, Albert Camus, Paul Éluard, André Gide, Raymond Queneau, and
Jean-Paul Sartre” (Ladenson 179). Hundreds of articles were published in Miller’s defense,
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eventually Girodias brought counter-suit, and “Miller, who was by this time living in California,
became a household name in France” (Ladenson 179). Even though their correspondence had
dwindled to the occasional postcard by this time, Queneau was prompt to sign his name to the
Comité membership in support of his friend Henry Miller.
As Lécureur suggests, it is in part through his association with Miller that Queneau grew
to know contemporary American literature as well as he did. “À l’instar de Frank Dobo, [Miller]
a permis à Raymond Queneau de connaître et de suivre l’actualité littéraire américaine” (202).
Queneau had known Dobo since the early 1930s, and although Dobo returned to New York a
few years later, he remained in contact with Queneau, eventually acting as his American agent.
However, it was Miller who helped to arrange Queneau’s publication abroad; while Stefan
Themerson’s Gaberbocchus Press would publish The Trojan Horse/At the Edge of the Forest in
1954 and Exercises in Style in England in 1958, it was ten years earlier that the first English
translation of Queneau’s work first appeared in New York, thanks to the efforts of Miller.
Miller’s friend and American publisher James Laughlin, at Miller’s urging, agreed to
publish the first American translation of Queneau’s fiction, releasing H. J. Kaplan’s translation
of Loin de Rueil as the paper-bound “Direction Five” under the title The Skin of Dreams in 1948.
In a letter to Laughlin dated 18 August 1945, Miller, by then living in Big Sur, writes:
Just had a long letter from my old friend Raymond Queneau (writer), who is now a person
of importance chez Gallimard, Paris, and directs the reading of foreign books. They are
interested (vitally) in new books, preferably of an “avant-garde” type, and want to
exchange books with an avant-garde publisher here. I informed Queneau that you are still
the one and only publisher of that description here […] Queneau has written several books
during the war, short ones, he says, and perhaps too strong (in language) for American
taste, also difficult to translate, but, he adds, if there were an acceptance, he would help in
the translation—he knows English well and has done lots of translation. He talks of a
possibility of putting three of his books in one volume. At any rate, I told him to send me
whatever he likes and I would show them to you… HENRY. (Wickes 54-55)
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Laughlin addressed the suggestion the next spring, writing in May 1946, “About Queneau. I am
terribly keen on his funny little book Loin de Rueil. Did you read that one? It reminds me of a
mixture of Patchen and Nathanael West. Really very nice. I think we will publish that one if the
translation comes out well…” (Wickes 63). Miller passed this on to Queneau immediately,
writing on 23 May 1946:
Mon cher Queneau,
Laughlin of “New Directions” likes very much your “Loin de Rueil” and is hoping to
publish it – if he can find a good translator! I have lent the books to various people who
know French well and could help find you American publishers. We will hear more soon,
I think. You have quite a few admirers here. “View” (N.Y.) reviewed one or two, I believe,
but have not seen copies yet. Hold on! We may still do something for you. All the best
meanwhile, Henry Miller. (CDRQ CL41)
Miller followed up again on 29 September, writing to Laughlin, “I take it you will see Raymond
Queneau at Gallimard’s. I do hope you can take one of his books for translation” (Wickes 67).
Alongside Queneau’s own work to help Miller’s cause in France via translation, of which we
will see more next chapter, these efforts on the part of these international colleagues were
important factors in their individual careers and more generally in the transmission of literatures
between France and America. While their writing shares less in common than we have seen
when comparing Queneau to Joyce or Faulkner, their exchanges and mutual promotion of each
other’s work opened doors that may have been difficult for them to open alone and helped to
establish the international reputation they later enjoyed.
Unlike the indirect influence of Joyce or Faulkner on Queneau’s vision of writing, Miller
and his circle interacted directly with Queneau and his own French colleagues during the mid-tolate 1930s. The two authors remained in contact long after Miller left France for Greece on 14
July 1939 in order to wait out the war (Ferguson 264). Although distance and time eventually led
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their contact to fade, the connections and influences of the mutual exchanges made during this
latter half of the 1930s were formative for Queneau and informed his tastes for years to come.

5 – Raymond Queneau and the Transmission of Literatures
Translation, in any of the forms we are speaking of in this inquiry, is an active component of
cultural transmission, especially in the case of literature. Or, as Ágnes Somló puts it, the ultimate
aim of translation is cultural exchange (122-23). That said, literary translation does not function
in a vacuum; it is not simply a question of publishing translations and waiting for them to be
absorbed into the literary field. For the literature of a source-language to be accepted and
eventually integrated into a target language and host literary field, financial, technical, cultural,
and social conditions must be considered and active promotional and communicational work
needs to be carried out. Understanding the role of a translator—in this case Raymond Queneau—
in the context of transmission sheds light on the processes involved, but also lends credence to
any claims of an enduring and beneficial impact. As Susan Bassnett explains:
The study of translation should incorporate examination of the movements of translated
texts, since the trajectory a text pursues can tell us a great deal not only about the culture
from which it emanated, but also about the culture into which it is received and,
significantly, about the agency of the translator in sending the text off on its journey to new
readers. (35-36)
It is through this very agency that Queneau and several of his colleagues were directly involved
in the transmission of American literature to France. Their involvement is inextricably tied to
literary translation, but at the same time their activities encompassed a number of cultural and
professional aspects that took into consideration the social and cultural climate in which they
lived and worked at the time.
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Queneau regularly attempted to find new ways to communicate his various passions to his
fellow readers, and in his role as editor at Gallimard, he regularly sought to branch out in new
directions to share his interests with like-minded customers. For instance:
Très influent au sein des éditions Gallimard, Raymond Queneau y est aussi très actif. En
1949, il lance l’idée d’ “essayer d’établir en commun [avec deux cents écrivains ou
personnalités diverses] une sorte de ‘Bibliothèque idéale,’ c’est-à-dire […] la liste des cent
ouvrages que tout « honnête homme” se devrait d’avoir lu. Plus tard, il suggère même à
Gaston Gallimard une cinémathèque idéale, puis une discothèque et une pinacothèque. Il
avance aussi le projet d’une collection orientale en raison de l’intérêt croissant du public
pour les philosophes orientaux. (Lécureur 328)
Whether it was film, art, music, or literature, Queneau was always enthusiastic about culture he
appreciated, even if he could be rather caustic about work that didn’t meet his standards. 24 In the
mid-1940s, when he discovered the new wave of crime fiction being published in the United
States, and then toward 1950, the new science fiction, he was excited to share his findings. For
the latter, this became a genuine attempt to assist in the transmission of this “paralittérature” to
French readers. Queneau and a group of those close to him were instrumental in bringing about
change in literary tastes and markets through their own excitement and dedication.

5.1 – Queneau and Anglophone Crime Fiction
As is often the case, Raymond Queneau discovered the traditional detective novel as a young
reader. His early reading lists contain many familiar names of the genre: Poe, Conan Doyle, and
Chesterton in the early 1920s, Agatha Christie in the 1930s, Dorothy Sayers and Wilkie Collins
in the 1940s. The majority of these he read in French translation and well after their original
publication. Around the end of the 1930s, however, Queneau made the discovery of a new breed
of crime writer coming out of first England and then the United States.
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Queneau discovered Dashiell Hammett in French in 1933, upon the publication of the
first translations into French. However, it took until the early forties before there is evidence of a
marked increase in his taste for suspense. 25 More traditional suspense and detective novels start
to appear on his lists in 1939, with authors such as Graham Greene and Rex Stout appearing
several times each. After the war, he continued to gravitate towards genre fiction, especially
hard-boiled crime, with the discovery of such authors as Horace McCoy, James Hadley Chase,
and Peter Cheyney.
Queneau first read Cheyney’s Dames Don’t Care in May 1939, and five more titles by
him between then and 1945. He also reread This Man is Dangerous in its French translation by
Duhamel (Cet homme est dangereux) shortly after it appeared as the second volume of the Série
Noire. McCoy, he discovered in 1943, reading They Shoot Horses, Don’t They? in English
several years before it was first translated into French, and at least three more in the next five
years. As for Chase, Queneau first read him in 1945, reading six of his books in English between
then and 1947; between 1947 and 1955, he read six more in French translations by Duhamel and
others, all of them published by Série Noire. By 1945, his list of regular crime-fiction reads
included work by James Cain, Charles Jackson, Hadley Chase, Damon Runyon, Raymond
Chandler, and, in 1947, Boris Vian’s alter-ego, Vernon Sullivan. More hard-boiled discoveries
continued into the mid-50s, such as Chester Himes, Day Keene, and Harry Whittington. And
while Queneau as a writer never made a foray into detective fiction himself, elements of
detective and crime fiction were woven into certain of his novels, including the pseudoinvestigation found in Pierrot Mon Ami (1942), which James Cannon describes as being
“intended by its author as an ‘anti-detective novel’” (192), or his final novel, Le Vol d’Icare,
which involves a detective-like manhunt for a missing protagonist.
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5.2 – Queneau and Anglophone Science Fiction
Queneau had dabbled in early science fiction and fantasy when he was younger as well, reading
the likes of H.G. Wells and Jules Verne in the early 1920s. He rediscovered fantasy and the
supernatural in the mid-40s, reading H.P. Lovecraft’s The Shadow Out of Time in 1946; this was
followed shortly after by L. Sprague de Camp, and early Arkham House titles by August Derleth,
and Donald Wandrei. However, 1949 saw a discovery that outstripped his interest in classic
science fiction and dark fantasy, as Queneau discovered the new wave of science fiction being
published in America, at first primarily through digest publications such as Astounding Science
Fiction and Startling Stories. Between 1949 and 1955, he devoured contemporary American
science fiction, reading authors such as Jack Williamson, A.E. Van Vogt, Isaac Asimov,
Theodore Sturgeon, Ray Bradbury, and Jack Vance in the original English.
Lise Bergheaud considers this later period to be inconsequential, suggesting that it was no
more than a prolongation of his penchant for Wells and Verne as a youth: “[L]’attirance pour
cette forme de littérature est en fait précoce, puisque les lectures des vingt premières années
manifestent […] une grande connaissance des précurseurs. En un sens donc, l’intérêt pour les
travaux d’un Hammett, d’un Asimov ou d’un Bradbury ne fait que confirmer et prolonger un
penchant très tôt affirmé” (39-40). As I will show, however, Queneau and his friends found the
new science fiction coming out of the United States in those years to be quite different from what
they had read in their youths, and they worked to challenge the stereotype that the genre was
juvenile and made up entirely of sub-standard writing.
Science Fiction was a good fit for Queneau’s interests, allowing him to combine several
of his many fascinations into one. He had long sought ways to merge his interest in mathematics
and the sciences with his love of literature, and this new science fiction from America broke
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from earlier attempts at the genre by being more based in the scientific. As Boris Vian later put
it, to best enjoy the new science fiction, “il faut aimer un peu la science, aimer un peu les
mathématiques, la physique, tout cela. Les trois quarts des gens qui écrivent de bons romans de
science-fiction, en Amérique, sont des scientifiques. Des scientifiques qui prennent cela au
sérieux, et qui s’amusent beaucoup en le faisant” (Labarthe 254). Convinced that this new work
was no longer juvenile writing and that it broke from the old conventions in interesting literary
ways, Queneau did not hesitate to share his passion for these new works with his friends,
especially those of a slightly younger generation, and eventually the reading public.

5.3 – Queneau and Boris Vian: Le Flic, Le “Thriller,” and the Science of Fiction
Raymond Queneau met Boris Vian around the time of the liberation of Paris. Their earliest
correspondence in evidence is from Vian to Queneau, dated June 1945; 26 the letter, while
playful, is still rather formal in tone. Earlier that year, Jean Rostand, himself a noted Gallimard
author and friend of Queneau’s who lived next door to the Vians in Ville d’Avray, 27 had passed
Vian’s first novel, Vercoquin et le Plancton, on to Queneau at Gallimard. At the time, Queneau
was preparing “La Plume au vent,” a new collection focusing on young writers, of which Gaston
Gallimard had charged him with the direction. His reading lists show him reading the Vercoquin
manuscript in May 1945, and more short fiction by Vian the following winter. In his own
journal, Vian notes meeting Queneau in a café on 4 July 1945, where they discussed Cheyney,
Miller, and Marcel Aymé (Boggio 112). The contract between Gallimard and Vian was signed
on 18 July 1945 (Boggio 102), but the two had met prior to this, as, in his letter of the previous
June, Vian asks when he might return the two Dennis Wheatley novels Queneau had lent him. 28
Queneau was seventeen years Vian’s senior, but the two had much in common and soon
became fast friends. Vian, like Queneau, was as interested in science and mathematics as he was
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in literature and the arts, and had been trained as an engineer at the École Centrale des Arts et
Manufactures. As he had a few years earlier on behalf of Henry Miller, Queneau was a staunch
defender of Vian during the indecency trials arising from his Vernon Sullivan novel, J’irai
cracher sur vos tombes. In defense of Vian and others under litigation (including Jean d’Halluin,
the book’s publisher, who also published Vernon Sullivan and Queneau’s pseudonymous Sally
Mara novels), a petition was circulated, which spoke out “au nom de la liberté d’expression
contre les procès intentés à des auteurs et à des éditeurs sous le couvert de la morale” (Lécureur
296). The friendship between the two men also led to other shared lines of inquiry, such as their
study of the “inexact sciences” in the newly-founded Collège de ‘Pataphysique, which Queneau
joined on 11 February 1950, and Vian on 8 June 1952. Also shared by the two was a predilection
for Anglophone culture: Boris was a great lover of jazz, but also of American literature.
Like Queneau, Boris was an Anglophile, despite having instead studied Latin, Greek, and
German in school. He discovered American jazz and Anglophone literature during the
occupation (Pestureau, Boris 28). According to his first wife Michelle, the Anglophone authors
he appreciated the most were Carroll, Jerome K. Jerome, and Kipling among the English, and
among the Americans, Faulkner, Hemingway, Caldwell, Melville, Bradbury, Van Vogt, and
McCoy (Pestureau, Boris 178). And, like Queneau, by the mid-1940s, Vian had become a
passionate reader of Anglophone crime fiction and, by around 1950, of American science fiction.
Vian learned English by way of what he referred to as the “ABC Method.” This is not an
alphabetic system taught in school, but instead named after the text used for this homeschooling:
Agatha Christie’s The ABC Murders (Arnaud “Vies” 267). As evidenced by the aforementioned
Wheatley novels, Vian and Queneau early on recognized their shared interest in American and
British crime fiction. For Vian, like Queneau, there was a shift from the more classic detective
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novel towards a newer, darker crime fiction exemplified first by Cheyney, Hadley Chase, and
James Cain. Even more than the detective novel, Vian was influenced by what Pestureau refers
to as le thriller, which we now call hard-boiled crime. For Pestureau, this influence is impossible
to miss in Vian’s work, especially in the Vernon Sullivan novels (Boris 255-56).29 Hadley Chase
and Cheyney were two of the first to arrive on the scene in France; Marcel Duhamel translated
This Man is Dangerous and Poison Ivy by Cheyney and No Orchids for Miss Blandish by Chase.
In April 1945, Vian read Poison Ivy in both Duhamel’s translation and in the original (Boris
257). In an article published in April 1945 by Les Amis des Arts, Vian demonstrates his
understanding of noir stylistics and translation:
Nous avons moins aimé la traduction de Poison Ivy, de Peter Cheyney, qui perd de sa
saveur originale et gagne en vulgarité. Lisez dans le texte le meilleur des trois Cheyney
parus en France, (édités par L’Albatros), Dames don’t care. Vous constaterez que le livre
est beaucoup plus drôle. Un reproche […] à M. Marcel Duhamel: certaines négligences de
traduction et, ce qui est plus grave, certaines incorrections de style auraient dû être évitées.
(qtd. in Pestureau, Boris 257)
Vian’s focus on tone and lack of authentic American flavor in Duhamel’s translation did not
prevent the two from working together and becoming friends, however. After Duhamel launched
the Série Noire at Gallimard in September of 1945, Vian was soon conscripted. Although by the
mid-1950s, the Série Noire had also published a few French writers of crime fiction, the vast
majority of the series was made up of American crime fiction in translation. Cheyney and Hadley
Chase, both English, were first, but they were followed by Chandler, McCoy, James Cain, W.R.
Burnett, and many more. Of the first twenty-five titles, fourteen were translated or co-translated
by Duhamel himself, and three of the translations are credited to either Boris Vian or Boris and
Michelle Vian. This included no. 8, Chandler’s La Dame du lac (The Lady in the Lake) in 1948;
no. 13, Chandler’s Le Grand Sommeil (The Big Sleep) in 1948; and no. 22, Cheyney’s Les
femmes s’en balancent (Dames don’t care) in 1949.
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Vian and Queneau thought critically about crime fiction, as they did with any literature,
and they analyzed its makeup carefully. The difference between the detective novel and hardboiled fiction (le “thriller”) was evident to them and to Duhamel as well, who convinced Gaston
Gallimard to allow him to open a parallel line, the Série Blême, which was to focus more on nondetective crime novels such as William Irish and David Goodis. The Série Blême, which didn’t
separate itself as well in the minds of uncritical readers, was folded back into the Série Noire in
1952. It is interesting to note, however, that Vian’s name disappears from the Série Noire credits
after the third translation in 1949. This is not to say that he changed his mind about the genre at
that time, but rather it points to a new discovery: it was around 1949 that Queneau and Vian
turned their excitement towards science fiction.
“[C]ertains S.-F. pourraient avantageusement se comparer aux bons romans de la série
noire, dont ils possèdent la dureté et la ‘vacherie,’” wrote Vian in Les Temps Modernes in 1951
(Vian, Œuvres II 1010). This transition by the two at their discovery of the new American
science fiction was in keeping with their mutual interests in science, physics, mathematics,
technology, and the arts. Michelle Vian recalls that Boris had been long been a fan of early
fantastic literature such as the work of Maurice Renard (Pestureau, Boris 280) and H.G. Wells
(Pestureau, “Souvenirs” 165). And yet, it was their rediscovery of science fiction–generally
speaking American science fiction after 1930, but even more so after the atomic bomb was
deployed in 1945–that brought about an all new enthusiasm.
There is little reason to remove these genre fictions from the canon of influences that
played a part in the careers of these two writers; after all, Queneau and Vian took them quite
seriously. This can be seen in their shared explorations of the genre; in the ways these genres
touched their own work, but also by their efforts to express the serious literary side of these
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“paralittératures,” and their active public engagement in their transmission. In an interview with
Vian and Pierre Kast,30 Kast positions science fiction as an inversion of the historical novel,
admitting that, like any style of literature, there are good and bad examples. He states his belief
that a book being marketed under the label of “science fiction” does not necessarily make it an
inferior literature (Labarthe 253). As with their classifications of various typologies of crime
fiction, there is a thoughtfulness in their analysis of the rediscovered genre. Pestureau elaborates:
Nos pionniers esquissent une classification critique, rattachant les catégories discernées à
de grands auteurs tels que Van Vogt, Bradbury, Wells ou Sprague de Camp. Ainsi constatet-on que la SF possède des subdivisions identiques à celles de la littérature “réelle” et que
son domaine est aussi vaste que celui de la littérature “ordinaire.” (Boris 284).
Their analysis of different subdivisions of the genre was not limited to the classification of
thematic or setting-based typologies, but instead sought to propose contemporary applications
and possibilities for science fiction. Vian made a case for the use of science fiction as a vehicle
for social criticism and freedom of expression, which was of great importance to him personally
after the legal proceedings levied against him over the Vernon Sullivan affair. 31 He explains:
Ça sert aussi de moyen de défoulement en Amérique. Il ne faut pas oublier que le renouveau
de la science-fiction vient d’Amérique. C’est tout de même un moyen extrêmement
commode de s’exprimer en Amérique, que de transposer ça sur la planète X, alors qu’on
n’oserait pas imaginer dans un monde américain les problèmes qui se posent sur cette
planète X, et qui feraient qualifier leurs auteurs de communistes, s’ils les exposaient
franchement. (Labarthe 254)
While the idea of addressing social issues such as those he had attempted to openly address while
hidden behind the pseudonym of Vernon Sullivan was surely a positive for Vian, he also saw
more important creative possibilities in science fiction. In particular, Vian was fascinated with
the “Null-A” series written by A.E. van Vogt, which drew on the scientific philosophy of Alfred
Korzybski. Van Vogt’s attempt to apply non-Aristotelian logic to language, human knowledge,
understanding, and through these, world and plot-building, appealed a great deal to Vian. While
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many of the books he translated in the early 1950s were no more than a way to get by, 32 the Van
Vogt novels he proposed himself, and he translated them because he was personally taken with
them and wanted them available in French (Arnaud “Vies” 234). The other science fiction he
translated, according to Gouanvic, “vis[aient] à présenter la science-fiction à un public qui ne la
connai[ssait] pas encore et, ce faisant, à élargir les bases littéraires du fandom de science-fiction”
(172). Vian translated the first two “Null-A” books as his pet project, and drew from them
creatively, especially during in his association with the Collège de ‘Pataphysique. 33 In the same
mid-50s interview, Vian goes on to describe this new approach to logic:
[O]n prend un schéma classique, dans lequel on introduit une petite variable et on regarde
comment varie, comment se modifie ce schéma, ce que cela donne. […] Justement, la
modification de la fonction n’est pas ce que l’on avait prévu bêtement. C’est ce que l’on
aurait pu prévoir mathématiquement. Un univers de réorganisation, de réagencement […]
C’est un réagencement d’éléments existants selon une logique qui n’est pas la logique
courante. (Labarthe 253, 259).
Like Queneau’s goal of expanding the possibilities of contemporary writing through new modes
and forms of expression, Vian felt the ideas of science fiction offered fresh possibilities to a film
and literature that had grown stale. He added, “On en arrive à ce fait que, justement, la sciencefiction a un intérêt parce que c’est l’application de nouvelles structures au développement et à la
fabrication d’une œuvre d’art. C’est cela qui est intéressant” (Labarthe 254).
By subjecting the different forms, themes, and logic found in their reading of sciencefiction to serious critical analysis, they treated it as they did any other sort of literature. For
Queneau and Vian, this intersection of their myriad interests was crucial to a constant renewal of
cultural production. By not limiting themselves to a single category of interests, such as being a
literary person, or a scientifically minded individual, or a lover of music, cinema, the plastic arts,
but instead being open to the combination of these interests in the same encyclopedic fashion so
many have attributed to Queneau, they sought to break with the limitations of specialization and
134

move toward synthesis. In the same interview, when asked who the ideal reader of the new
American science fiction was, Vian held up his friend Queneau as an example of this synthesis:
Le lecteur idéal pour les romans de science-fiction, c’est le mathématicien, le physicien ou
les gens très cultivés du modèle de Raymond Queneau, qui savent à la fois ce que l’on fait
en littérature, ce que l’on fait en mathématiques, ce que l’on fait en physique. Ce sont les
gens qui ne font pas un mur entre eux et une partie de la connaissance. […] Des
coordinateurs, les gens qui sont pour la synthèse. (Labarthe 255)
Without a doubt, there are instances in Queneau’s and Vian’s that were suggested by the forms,
themes, tropes, and modes of thought they had most appreciated in crime fiction, especially hardboiled crime, and science fiction. This is not to say, however, that either of them ever desired to
be writers of crime fiction or science fiction. Instead, the two of them incorporated elements of
both genres into their own writing, much as Queneau incorporated into his writing outside
elements from foreign languages (which, for him, included néo-français), international
literatures, philosophy, and science, melting them all together in his crucible of forms. Similarly,
by the end of the 1940s, Vian’s fiction blended “inspiration policière, érotisme et sciencefiction” (Pestureau, Boris 287). In a manner strikingly similar to the conclusions we arrived at in
our previous discussion of Queneau and Vendryes, Pestureau elaborates:
Bien que fanatique de ce genre, Boris ne cherche pas à devenir un écrivain SF; comme
pour tous les autres éléments qu’il absorbe et intègre à son inspiration créatrice, il préfère
mêler les composants de SF à un ensemble romanesque original, créer son matériau
romanesque par une alchimie complexe où tous les ingrédients qu’il aime se fondent,
s’enrichissent mutuellement et garantissent la nature insolite et incomparable de son œuvre.
(Boris 288)
While there are undoubtedly many examples of elements of crime and science fiction in the work
of Vian, more, in any case, than in the works of Queneau, let us examine just one of the devices
Pestureau mentions. In Vian’s L’Herbe Rouge (1950), Pestureau points out the use of the time
machine (Boris 291). Less directly, Vian manipulates time in strange but similar ways in
L’Arrache-cœur (1953), with its calendar comprised of dates such as le 39 juinet, le 55 janvril, le
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107 avroût or le 247 juillembre. Queneau, on his part, made use of his own version of the same
device as well: the Duke of Auge in Les Fleurs bleues jumps forward through time by 175 years
in each section he appears in, providing Queneau with the opportunity to play with causal history
and linguistic anachronism. There is no physically present time machine, as Queneau prefers
once again to “remove the scaffolding,” a phrase he later used to describe his manner of using
Oulipian constraints: the effects of the device are visible, the device itself is not.
While it might not be the first thing that comes to mind when one searches Queneau’s
literary output for traces of the genre, it is also fair to argue that his Petite cosmogonie portative
is a prime example of “science-poetry.” As Pierre Kast had said, in the new science fiction, “il a
y aussi la possibilité d’une nouvelle poésie épique, et d’une nouvelle poésie lyrique” (Labarthe
253). Queneau had attempted just this in 1950: Petite cosmogonie portative is his take on Roman
poet Lucretius’s De Rerum Natura, or On the Nature of Things. Lucretius used the form to
expound upon Epicurean philosophy; Queneau instead takes on the scientific history of the
Universe, from its formation to the present. As Sergio Cappello describes it:
La Petite cosmogonie portative est un poème épique en six chants qui met en vers une sorte
de somme encyclopédique des connaissances en vigueur dans les sciences de la nature à
l’époque de sa rédaction. En s’appuyant sur les théories cosmogoniques les plus récentes,
sur les découvertes de la biologie contemporaine et sur l’histoire des inventions techniques,
Queneau retrace toute l’histoire de l’univers, de l’atome primitif aux ordinateurs, en
passant par l’évolution des formes de la matière et des organismes vivantes. (109)
Queneau’s Petite cosmogonie portative shares little of the narrative excitement of the American
science fiction that he had discovered around 1949, but much of its spirit, and, in his typical
fashion, plenty of its humor. The integration of these outside elements, on this occasion drawn
from the hard sciences, provided him with a unique form with which to work; his talent for
wordplay and his love of fixed structural form are on full display in this epic science-poetry.
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While Queneau was consistent at integrating outside materials and influences into his
work, he wasn’t always one to emphatically call attention to their usage. However, if his usual
methods involved the transmission of his influences in sometimes subtle ways, he was also
visibly active when it came to the promotion of literature he appreciated, whether it was French
or from outside the Hexagon. This seems to have been even more the case with science fiction,
perhaps thanks to the youthful enthusiasm and exuberance of friends twenty years his junior.

5.4 – Queneau, the Club des Savanturiers, and the Arrival of Science Fiction in France
While neither Queneau nor Vian set out to write their own straight-ahead science fiction, with
perhaps the exception of Vian’s short story Le Danger des classiques, neither of them was
content to keep their discovery to themselves. They sought out like-minded individuals to discuss
this newfound genre, and eventually set about promoting it in France. They were joined in this
adventure by Michel Pilotin (who wrote as Stephen Spriel); he had pitched a science-fiction
imprint to Gaston Gallimard in late 1949, much as Duhamel had done with the Série Noire in
1945, and the three met in February 1950 (Pestureau, Boris 282). Gallimard agreed to the new
line, originally intending to call it “la Collection Atomique,” and, in tandem with Hachette in
1950, the Rayon Fantastique was born (Lécureur 329). Pilotin was given the direction of the new
imprint, the goal of which was to “faire connaître les meilleurs ouvrages de science-fiction et les
romans fantastiques les plus originaux d’auteurs français ou étrangers” (Lécureur 329). He set
about acquiring rights and hiring translators, and the first title appeared in January 1951: Murray
Leinster’s Assassinat des États-Unis (The Murder of the USA, 1942). Queneau and Vian took
part as well; Vian translated two titles by Van Vogt for the series in 1953 and 1957, contracts
which he managed to sign thanks to Queneau’s support (Boggio 379), and Queneau provided
Pilotin and Gallimard with reading reports on a number of American science fiction titles.
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According to Lécureur’s examination of the Gallimard archive, Queneau recommended Ray
Bradbury’s Martian Chronicles in May 1951, describing the stories as “Quasi géniales. Tout à
fait exceptionnelles (qualité littéraire). Passionnant (qualité commerciale)” (Lécureur 329).
Asimov’s The Pebble in the Sky (1950) was just as “excellent” and “passionnant” as the
Bradbury collection. He also evaluated works by Lovecraft, Sturgeon, Jack Williamson,
Heinlein, and the Van Vogt titles that Vian later translated (Lécureur 329-30).
During this same period, Queneau, Vian, and Pilotin formed the first incarnation of a
series of groups focused on the enjoyment, transmission, and promotion of Anglophone science
fiction. Pestureau describes the excitement:
Mais pour Boris, avoir une passion n’est rien si on ne la communique pas; aussi passe-t-il
à l’action. D’abord, rassembler les fanatiques: c’est le “Club des Savanturiers,” fondé avec
Raymond Queneau et d’autres mordus, le 26/12/1951 […] enfin parler et définir, faire des
articles et des analyses, conseiller des lectures, traduire et illustrer. (Boris 282)
The Club des Savanturiers, founded on 26 December 1951 at the Bar de la Reliure (Lapprand
159), was a club of science fiction enthusiasts formed to discuss contemporary science fiction,
and to recommend and exchange the Anglophone titles themselves. It was comprised of
Queneau, Vian, and Pilotin, as well as filmmaker Pierre Kast and journalists France Roche and
François Chalais. Philippe Boggio reminds us of how little enthusiasm there was in France for
science fiction at the time (377). Accordingly, the group’s members were active in promoting the
genre in Parisian literary and social circles. Their activities were varied, but intended to draw the
attention of the French public to science fiction. At least some of the group was invited to
London in 1952 for a “Congrès de la science-fiction” (Anne-Isabelle Queneau 177), and
Queneau welcomed Ray Bradbury to France in May 1954 (A.-I. Queneau 188). The literary
members wrote articles for wide public distribution: first Queneau published “Un nouveau genre
littéraire: les sciences-fictions” in Critique in March 1951; it was followed that October by its
138

twin, an article with the same title written by Vian and Spriel (Pilotin) in Les Temps Modernes,
accompanied by Vian’s first published translation of science fiction: Frank M. Robinson’s Le
Labyrinthe. He translated more science fiction, including four tales that ran in France-Dimanche
in 1952 under the heading, “Français, Attention! Voici la science-fiction!” and another a year
later in Mercure de France (Delisle 213). The Savanturiers got involved in other ways: in
October, Boris began writing science fiction-related songs “dont le but avoué était d’amener la
science-fiction dans les cabarets” (Vian, Œuvres II, XII), which included an early version of his
hit La Java Martienne. Queneau wrote “des émissions fort sérieuses” about science fiction for
the radio (Boggio 378), and, in December 1953:
[l]a “SCIENCE-FICTION” d’origine américaine a reçu ses lettres de naturalisation.
Raymond Queneau a inauguré dans une libraire de Saint-Germain-des-Près une exposition
intitulée ‘Présence du futur.’ Gustave, un robot de 2 m. 30, et un appareil de radio qui vous
réveille en musique et fait chauffer le café sont les deux clous de cette manifestation
d’avant-garde. (Gustave le robot, 5)
Involved in the film industry, Vian, Kast, and Roche tried to generate interest for bringing
science fiction to the French cinema. Efforts continued into the late 1950s, but, unable to
convince producers to invest, their work seems to have only resulted in aborted screenplays and
treatments. Viewed as a whole, however, there is little disagreement as to the positive outcome
of their mission: as Gouanvic boldly asserts, “Dans les années 1950, c’est la science-fiction qui
est traduite-importée sous couvert d’un nouveau genre par Boris Vian, Raymond Queneau et
Michel Pilotin” (170).
Queneau’s article for Critique included a double review of Groff Conklin’s landmark
anthology The Best of Science Fiction (Crown, 1946) and Derleth’s collection Beyond Space and
Time (Pellegrini, 1950), which he described as significant and exemplary. The importance of
these collections was in the way they set apart “les modernes auteurs de Science-Fiction de leurs
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prédécesseurs, de Platon à Jules Verne, et même à Wells” (“Genre” 195). He insisted on the
difference between the new science fiction and the roman d’anticipation, i.e. classic science
fiction like that of Jules Verne, but also its separation from the American “Weird Tale,” seeing
Lovecraft as both “un des créateurs de la Science-Fiction contemporaine et l’un des plus célèbres
représentants de ce qu’on appelle en pays anglo-saxon la tradition gothique” (“Genre” 196).
Typical to their approach in the promotion of the new genre, Queneau outlined a basic taxonomy
for the new generation of American science fiction, differentiating from what the French public
thought they knew: he focused on the legitimate science, and on hyper-modern themes like the
artificial modification of Planck’s Constant. For Queneau, “le savant faustien barbu est remplacé
par le jeune chercheur, personnage intermédiaire entre le superman et le journaliste Série-Noire”
(“Genre” 197).
In the twin article by Vian and Pilotin published seven months later, the two describe a
variety of tales to highlight both the scientific prescience and the insight provided by such
writing, as well as its entertainment value and humor. Again, the question of classification is a
focus, through which they attempt to position science fiction alongside more accepted forms of
literature. And, as proof of the purported cultivation of science fiction readers, Queneau’s name
is mentioned to draw on his popularity and the respect given to him in other literary circles:
Mais d’où vient cette impression particulière née de la lecture des S.-F.? D’où vient qu’ils
fascinent à la fois la section la plus intelligente du public populaire et la portion la plus
intellectuelle du public cultivé (on n’en voudra pour preuve que le goût de romanciers
comme Queneau et Audiberti pour ces livres)? Est-ce donc de leur technique qu’ils tirent
leur efficacité? Nous ne le croyons pas; la S.-F. est bien supérieure au roman de police par
la puissance de dépaysement, oui, la S.-F. double la même excitation affective d’une sorte
d’ivresse de la raison de goût très spécial. (Vian, Œuvres II, 1009-10)
The final reason given by the pair of authors as to why the new science fiction is so effective as a
literary form: “C’est beaucoup plus simple, et beaucoup plus profond: ils y croient. Et ils y font
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croire” (1010). By positioning science fiction as a serious, analyzable form of literature like any
other, and playing up the modern scientific truths involved in its writing, Vian and Pilotin sought
to connect the new science fiction to a new readership of educated adults in France. Vian added
several more articles on science fiction, including one in a paper in Auvergne in September
1952, and another for the Gazette de Lausanne in November 1953 (Arnaud Vies 221-22).
The club reformed on 22 October 1953, at the home of Gaston Bouthoul, becoming the
Société d’Hyperthétique, which Queneau announced in an article in Arts et Spectacles on 29 Oct
1953. While it was openly announced much like the formation of any society in France, it also
brought with it open and playful secrecy, and, according to Boggio, ruse:
Pour tromper leur monde, ils prétendent avoir fondé à sa place une plus mystérieuse Société
d’Hyperthétique dont il est bien sûr interdit, par serment, de révéler les buts, même d’en
parler à un étranger. Boris et ses compagnons ont retrouvé le plaisir des confréries, des
mots de passe. Bien sûr, ils échangent leurs livres de SF. Queneau en fait venir des USA.
Ursula est sommée d’en rapporter d’Angleterre, à chacune de ses tournées. (380)
On 30 April 1954 the group was reformed a third time, becoming the Cercle du futur (Lapprand
159; A.-I. Queneau 188), with Queneau as president and three vice-presidents: François Le
Lionnais, Vian, and Bouthoul.
The direct transmission impact of Queneau and his associates between 1945 and 1955 is
visible through their roles in the arrival of first hard-boiled crime and second contemporary
American science fiction into the French literary field. While literary translation is a fundamental
part of the transmission of international literature and the formation of a so-called world
literature, it only functions without the aid of active intervention in the most extreme and unusual
of circumstances. Queneau’s activity in the cultural, critical, and editorial side of transmission is
an important parallel to his activity in translation and translation-related processes, and
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understanding his role in these processes helps paint a fuller position of the interaction between
the various sides of his literary career.

6 – Conclusion
Raymond Queneau’s efforts in language acquisition and appreciation for Anglophone literature
had a demonstrable impact on his career as a writer, critic, and publisher. Thanks to the detailed
reading lists he maintained for over fifty years, we have been able to trace the history of his
personal connection to Anglophone literature. This has displayed specific reading trends that
paint a clearer picture of shifts in Queneau’s interests over time. From around 1929, there was a
clear shift towards Anglophone Modernism, which coincided with the years in which his first
novels were written. The influence of James Joyce and William Faulkner began in this period,
and would have direct results on his conception of literary writing. By the mid-1930s, personal
association with expatriated Anglophone writers in Paris such as Henry Miller reinforced these
interests, which, in turn, assisted Queneau in successfully establishing himself in publishing at
Gallimard, first as English reader. The collaboration of these social networks of writers and
artists of different origins, working in both English and French, permitted him to participate in a
system of circular transmission, which led in part to his being published abroad and developing
an international reputation. By the end of the war, further shifts in taste led in new directions,
including first a renewed enthusiasm for crime fiction, then, shortly before 1950, the discovery
of the new American science fiction. Alongside like-minded colleagues such as Boris Vian,
Queneau worked to promote this literature in France, helping to set the stage for the transmission
from America to France of a new genre and the ideas it encompassed. Whether it was through
the effects of Anglophone influence on his writing, through circular transmission within a
multilingual cultural network, or through direct transmission via public cultural intervention,
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Queneau repeatedly and imaginatively conveyed his passion for Anglophone literature to his
readers and to the French literary field.
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10
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11
James Joyce, Finnegans Wake, Oxford UP, 2012, 412.
12
James Joyce, Finnegans Wake, Oxford UP, 2012, 151.
13
James Joyce, Finnegans Wake, Oxford UP, 2012, 113.
14
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CHAPTER THREE – RAYMOND QUENEAU, LITERARY TRANSLATOR
Introduction – Queneau and Literary Translation
The particular set of understandings and notions Raymond Queneau developed about language
and literature are crucial in our understanding of how he worked as a writer and as a translator.
By identifying these views and his intentions toward literary language, experimental stylistics,
and the transmission of international literatures, especially that of his contemporaries writing in
English, we can formulate a set of assumptions about his goals when it comes to different sorts
of writing and translation projects. Although his interest in linguistics and the acquisition of
languages may seem tangential to the writing process when considered in isolation, his
reflections on language, its possibilities and potentials, do in fact shed light on the reasoning for
why he worked the way he did. As Federico Federici puts it,
As the translator’s assumptions about his own T[arget] L[anguage] provoke different
connotations and influence both the rendering and the act of translation itself, professional
translators and theorists currently think that it is important to recognize and identify the
translator’s own definition of language at the very beginning of any analysis of translation.
(68)
Definitions of language of this sort, such as those described throughout my previous two
chapters with regard to Raymond Queneau, will differ from culture to culture and from era to
era, as sociocritical and polysystem translation theorists such as Gideon Toury or Annie Brisset
have emphasized. As Lawrence Venuti puts it in regard to his own practice, “as an American
translator of literary texts I devise and execute my projects with a distinctive set of theoretical
assumptions about language and textuality” (Scandals 9). And yet, as Berman suggests in Pour
une critique des traductions, even within a given social sphere at a given time, each individual
translator, despite the fact that he or she naturally shares a certain base culture and social makeup
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with his or her contemporaries, develops and refines his or her own systemic and cultural idiolect
particular to a lived personal literary experience.
Having examined Queneau’s background with regard to language acquisition, his general
views on language and linguistics, his specific personal interests within these spheres, and his
literary Anglophilia, we have met many of the preliminary criteria detailed by Berman in the
system for translation criticism he details in Pour une critique des traductions. This includes
what he terms locating the translator, and outlining a horizon of “paramètres langagiers,
littéraires, culturels, et historiques qui déterminent le sentir, l’agir et le penser d’un traducteur”
(Critique 79). However, more information is required if we are to complete the picture. It is
imprudent to ignore Queneau’s literary translations when considering his career, as these works
of translation were not produced in isolation from his novels and poetry. The manner in which
his translations relate to the linguistic notions we have previously examined as well as to his own
literary output has critical implications for our understanding of his overall literary project. This,
Berman refers to as the position langagière:
[…] leur rapport aux langues étrangères et à la langue maternelle, leur être-en-langues (qui
prend mille formes empiriques différentes, mais est toujours un être-en-langues spécifique,
distinct des autres être-en-langues qui ne sont pas concernés par la traduction) et à leur
position scriptuaire (leur rapport à l’écriture et aux œuvres). (Critique 75)
By re-inserting these translations within the interconnected timeline of his larger literary
production and recontextualizing them within what we have already determined with regard to
his particular interests in language, a broader picture of his career can be developed.
For Berman, the translator’s project, which includes the translator’s reasoning for
undertaking a translation as well as the methods chosen by the translator to meet a pre-decided,
specific translation goal, are crucial to understanding how a translation can be evaluated.
Evaluating a translation according to criteria that the translator never aimed to fulfill is in many
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ways an exercise in futility. Furthermore, as we will see in Chapter Five, an understanding of
how Queneau viewed translation applies not only to his translations themselves, but can also
unlock new critical understanding of his methods and goals as an author of fiction and poetry.
Although Queneau produced a sizeable corpus of literary translations, publishing five
book-length translations over a period of twenty years alongside the fifteen novels he wrote in
thirty-five years, the available scholarship addressing his translations has remained noticeably
scant. Certain Queneau scholars have decided not to acknowledge his work in translation at all,
while others seem to consider the small amount of critical writing these translations have
garnered to be sufficient. In Federico Federici’s Translation as Stylistic Evolution: Italo Calvino
Creative Translator of Raymond Queneau (2009), a detailed examination of Italo Calvino’s
translations of work written by his friend Queneau, Federici bases his reasoning for such an
intensive study on the fact that Calvino’s translations have been overlooked in comparison to the
scholarship that addresses Queneau’s translations: “Queneau the translator has been scrupulously
and methodically studied (see Velguth 2006) but Calvino the translator always comes last when
critics discuss his abilities and talents” (40). With this as justification, Federici offers up a 280page monograph on Calvino’s translations of Queneau and their impact on Calvino’s own
creative work. While his study of Calvino’s translations is warranted, the “scrupulous” and
“methodical” study of Queneau’s translations by Madeleine Velguth to which he refers hardly
qualifies as definitive, being an article-length study of nine pages. As the work of these two
scholars directly or indirectly investigates Queneau’s practice and conception of literary
translation, Velguth’s and Federici’s studies will be taken into consideration during this chapter.
A Review of Previous Literatures will provide a brief summary of both works and an evaluation
of their contentions. And yet, even with this criticism available to us, when we consider the
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thousands upon thousands of pages of critical work across several languages devoted to
Queneau’s fiction and poetry, it stands to reason that a more detailed examination of this
significant part of his literary work is required.
An initial reason for my inquiry into Queneau’s translations stems from the fact that these
were for the most part translation projects proposed and championed by the author himself: not
commissioned translations or simple work-for-hire projects, but carefully selected texts that he
felt warranted his attention. There are certain exceptions to this, which I will discuss in the
sections of the next chapter focusing on each individual translation, but for the majority, this
holds true. Evidently, this isn’t always the situation with literary translation; as we have noted in
the case of Boris Vian, translations can be undertaken for financial reasons alone, such as Vian’s
translation of Omar Bradley’s Histoire d’un soldat, a venture which his first wife later described
as “une abominable corvée.”1 However, other projects undertaken by Vian, such as his
translations of the novels of A. E. Van Vogt, were interest-driven personal projects to which the
author-translator felt deeply devoted. In Queneau’s case, with the few exceptions noted, the texts
he chose to translate shared affinities with his own literary tastes and production. Federici argues
this as well, in the cases of both Queneau and Calvino, stating that their translations were
[…] encouraged within the publishing policy of, respectively, Gallimard and Einaudi; both
Queneau and Calvino selected the texts that they wanted to translate. Their criteria of
selection were similar: their decision to translate was often based on assumptions that the
translation would enrich the corpus of foreign literature available in their respective
countries, especially the literature which represented contemporary cultural phenomena. In
assuming the role of translators, they assumed the role of cultural mediators. (49)
As we may intuit from Federici’s statement, it is important to consider that many of these
translations, including both of Calvino’s, and all of Queneau’s after Impossible ici (1937), were
undertaken while the two authors held positions at their respective publishing houses: Gallimard
in Paris for Queneau, and Einaudi in Turin for Calvino. Their roles in the business of publishing
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directly impacted their choice of projects, also limiting the scope of their decision-making even
as it offered them certain additional freedoms. In Queneau’s case, the selection of translation
projects involved multiple criteria. As Federici puts it, “Several factors influenced Queneau’s
decisions to translate some Anglophone authors: the commercial interests of Gallimard, the
cultural interest of Gallimard and Queneau, and Queneau’s own passion for innovative fiction
and poetry” (101). Each project selected had to be one he was convinced could be commercially
viable, and he had to be able to convince other editors at Gallimard that this was the case. This
being said, the roots of these projects, to varying degrees, reach deep into Queneau’s own
personal interests, and reflect his predilections for certain themes and forms of literary
experimentation prevalent among the Anglophone authors he admired. In Federici’s opinion,
Queneau’s choices were determined mostly by his political commitment (with the novels
of Miller and Lewis) and linguistic commitment (with those of O’Sullivan and Tutuola).
[…] Briefly, it may be said that Queneau mainly aimed at creativity in the language whilst
Calvino worked on creating innovative structure–plot, fabula, and discourse–and important
content. (50)
While this is generally true, especially of the Sinclair Lewis translation, there are further
connections (and disconnects) to Queneau’s literary program that can lead us to a more concrete
understanding of the attraction of each of his translation projects. For instance, we will see the
fallacy in prescribing a reasoning based solely on “political commitment” when it came to his
translation of O’Sullivan’s Twenty Years A-Growing, and, while there were possibly certain
political motivations involved in Queneau’s efforts to translate Henry Miller, especially those
surrounding censorship and freedom of expression, for the most part this work was undertaken in
a spirit of friendship, literary admiration, and circular transmission.
It is hard to say for sure when Queneau first tried his hand at literary translation. As we
have seen in Chapter One, he attempted brief translations from the Arabic while studying the
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language during his military service in North Africa. This exercise undoubtedly followed any
number of thème et version translation exercises he must have practiced during his language
classes in school, as language acquisition in France during the era of his studies relied heavily on
thème et version exercises. However, it is difficult to determine where and when his efforts to
translate literature outside the realm of language acquisition began. The first published
translation bearing his name, albeit hidden behind a shared pseudonym, was Edgar Wallace’s Le
Mystère du train d’or in 1934. And yet, prior to that there is evidence that Queneau had
considered translation as a potential literary enterprise for some time.
As early as 1922, his journals bear witness to interest and occasional efforts in literary
translation, even if there is no longer any trace of the results themselves. In December 1922,
three months after his first long trip to London, he notes in English, “I’ve written six letters. I
read Rimbaud and Nietzsche. I’ve translated some poems of Éluard and I consider attentively
many sorts of classifications” (Journaux 112). Later, in an undated entry in 1927 in which he
again lists his preoccupations, he includes among other projects his intention to translate Italian
polymath Girolamo Cardano’s 1576 autobiography De Propria Vita (Journaux 132); further on
in the same list of projects, he returns to the Cardano, noting: “Cardan –traduction–Le Latin
Rénové | demande 5/6 ans de preparation. Construire un plan pour chaque essai, non pas un essai
mais un simple dissertation” (134). This intended translation from 16 th-century Latin seems to
have been abandoned, but his note at the time suggests that he was initially quite serious about it,
and spent time considering the difficulties surrounding such an undertaking.
While these translation project ideas may have been no more than passing interests in
texts he was in the process of reading, they are also indicative of his conception of the
interconnectedness of all literature. This will be discussed further in Chapter Five, but for the
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time being, it can lead our inquiry in one particular direction: that of the relationship between
Queneau’s reading and his creative output, be it through translation, or through other forms of
textual interaction and absorption.
First, let us turn our attention back to Girolamo Cardano. As interesting as it is for us to
note these early plans to translate a work he admires, there is a secondary point to be taken here,
which is how easily we can tie what we know of Queneau’s own encyclopedic interests to the
figure of Cardano. The Italian, whose life overlapped with both Rabelais and Montaigne, is said
to have been a mathematician, physician, astrologer, writer, gambler, and inventor, 2 which, as we
have seen in our general introduction, is precisely the sort of figure to whom Queneau was
drawn. In 1940, by which point he was a published author and employed at Gallimard, Cardano
is mentioned once more in the diaries:
Lectures: entamé un Bossuet, Le Génie du Rhin de Barrès, et Montaigne. Avec Montaigne,
q[uel]que chose commence (ce qui me fait écrire ici, par exemple) (Cardan, plus ancien),
avec Rabelais, q[uel]que chose finit (les dernières traces traditionnelles conscientes en
littérature; avec déjà q[uel]que fléchissement? (Journaux 462)
The integration of an encyclopedic array of disciplines into Cardano’s work, and that of the
philosopher Montaigne and the physician Rabelais, mirrored Queneau’s own polyvalent
interests. He had been serious about mathematics since his early days in Paris, as well as being a
self-declared disciple of Rabelais. In relation to his encyclopedism, it is easy enough to see why
a multifaceted individual like Cardano would have attracted his attention. It is this desire to
connect in his head any number of authors as well as any number of disciplines, to draw not only
the parallels but the intersecting lines between each philosopher, mathematician, and historian,
that forms the basis of his so-called encyclopedic behavior. Translation was one sincere and
relatively straight-forward form of the transmission of these ideas, connections, and overlaps.
However, thanks to his practice of incorporating a wide range of source materials in his writing,
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the ideas, writers, and theories that impacted him the most continued to make their presence felt
in his writing in a manner that extended beyond traditional transmission via translation; through
this artisanal approach, their work lived on in his work in a variety of ways. I will further delve
into this conception of writing as rewriting in Chapter Five.
Before we address such notions, let us first establish an overview of Queneau’s work in
literary translation. First, I will offer a brief timeline of his work in the field, followed by an
examination of his personal views on literary translation, first-hand and inferred. To conclude
this chapter, I will examine the few works related to translation theory that we are certain
Queneau read, drawing from them any conceptions of translation that may have affected how he
approached the practice of translation.

1 – Raymond Queneau: A Translation Timeline
During his lifetime, Raymond Queneau published five book-length literary translations, as well
as nearly a dozen shorter texts. These publications span nearly twenty years, with the first
appearing in 1934 and the last published in 1953. Typical of his loyalty to his publisher and
employer, four of the five book-length works were published by Gallimard, after the first
appeared courtesy of Hachette. This first book-length translation was Kate Plus Ten (1919) by
English mystery author Edgar Wallace, published in French in 1934 by Hachette as Le Mystère
du train d’or. This title appeared under the pseudonym Jean Raymond, as the translation was a
collaboration between Queneau and his wife Janine. This was followed by Vingt ans de jeunesse
(Gallimard, 1936), Queneau’s relay translation of Twenty Years A-Growing (1933), itself a
translation of Fiche Bliain ag Fás (1933) by Muiris Ó Súilleabháin (anglicized as Maurice
O’Sullivan), which had been translated from Irish Gaelic to “Irish English” by Moya Llewelyn
Davies and George Thomson the same year. In April 1937, Gallimard published Impossible ici,
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Queneau’s third translation, this one from the American English of Sinclair Lewis’s It Can’t
Happen Here (1935). After this publication, he produced no further book-length translations
until after the war. However, a number of shorter translations were published during this interval:
a short story by Armenian-American writer William Saroyan in the April 1938 issue of the
journal Mesures, followed by nine short texts in the July 1939 issue of the same publication,
which Queneau guest edited, and a second Saroyan short in the March 1940 Nouvelle Revue
Française. His next book-length translation appeared two years after the liberation of Paris when
in August 1946 Gallimard published his translation of George Du Maurier’s 1891 novel Peter
Ibbetson. Finally, seven years later, in June 1953, they also released his translation of Nigerian
author Amos Tutuola’s The Palm Wine Drinkard and his Dead Palm-Wine Tapster in the Dead’s
Town (1952), published in French under the abbreviated title L’ivrogne dans la brousse.
I will discuss each of these translations in turn, and in chronological order, with a few
exceptions. For convenience, the two Saroyan translations will be examined together, and one
translation from the July 1939 issue of Mesures, Henry Miller’s “Via Dieppe-Newhaven” (1938),
will be examined alongside a second, unpublished translation of Miller’s work that Queneau
produced during the late 1930s. After these two pairings, I will provide a general overview of the
other translations he did for the Mesures issue, after which I will examine the two post-war
book-length translations. I will examine some of these in closer detail than others, as warranted,
and along two different axes: each work will be re-situated within the larger context of
Queneau’s literary and linguistic horizon, in keeping with my argument that these works must be
reconsidered as important elements of a literary career that took a variety of forms: prose fiction,
poetry, and literary translation, but also hybrid versions of these: the roman en vers (Chêne et
chien), for instance, or the dialogue-based novel bordering on theater (Le Vol d’Icare). This
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established, I will examine each project in order to shed some light on how he worked as a
translator. While there will be some discussion of the efficacy of his methods as a translator, the
intention of this exploration is not prescriptive, but instead seeks to show his adaptability as a
translator and his understanding of the craft, as well as to posit the role circumstance and project
goals played in his decisions for each translation. My principle interest is in showing how his
decision-making as a translator fits with his linguistic experimentation and with what we have
seen of his overall goals as a writer.

2 – Review of Previous Literature
Several scholarly works address Queneau’s work in literary translation, and thus need to be
briefly discussed prior to proceeding with my more detailed examination. The most directly
targeted of these is Madeleine Velguth’s 2006 article, “Queneau traducteur à l’épreuve de
l’étranger.” What Velguth’s article lacks in length it makes up for in quality scholarship and a
solid grounding in translation theory. Velguth, now an Emeritus Professor at University of
Wisconsin (Milwaukee), has had a distinguished career in Queneau studies, which included
editing Queneau’s posthumously published volume Au Confin des Ténèbres – Les Fous
Littéraires, taking part in the editorial process organizing the first volume of Queneau’s Œuvres
Complètes: Romans, as well as translating Queneau into English herself, both Chêne et chien
(1995) and Les Enfants du limon (1998). A second title I have consulted during my research is
Translation as Stylistic Evolution: Italo Calvino Creative Translator of Raymond Queneau by
Federico Federici, who is currently a reader in Translation Studies at University College of
London. The primary goal of Federici’s study was to examine Calvino’s translations of Queneau
“from a literary and linguistic perspective” (Federici, back cover). However, in doing so,
Federici directly and indirectly comments on Queneau’s work in translation as well. I have also
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examined a third work, French-Italian scholar Sergio Cappello’s Les Années Parisiennes d’Italo
Calvino (1964-1980): Sous le signe de Raymond Queneau (2007), but as it is more focused on
literary conceptions related to translation that were shared by the two writers, which included
rewriting, pastiche, and intertextuality, I will address this work in Chapter Five.

2.1 – In Review: Madeleine Velguth’s “Queneau traducteur à l’épreuve de l’étranger”
Due to its brevity, it is difficult to consider Madeleine Velguth’s article as being “scrupulous,” as
Federici describes it, or in any way comprehensive. However, she does present a clear, concise,
and well-theorized general view of Queneau’s work as a literary translator. In this short piece,
collected alongside other articles of Queneau scholarship in the Acts of the Colloque
international “Raymond Queneau et l’étranger” (Luxembourg, 2003), she examines Queneau’s
four later book-length translations, bypassing the initial pseudonymous Edgar Wallace
translation and ignoring his shorter translation efforts. From the outset, Velguth grounds her
analysis in translation theory suitable to such an undertaking, citing notions from French
translation theorists Antoine Berman and Henri Meschonnic regarding what defines a successful
translation. With their work in mind, Velguth states her intention to avoid enumerating a list of
errors found in Queneau’s translations,
Mais faire une liste d’erreurs relevant surtout du mot comme unité de traduction n’est pas
ici notre propos. L’on pourrait le faire pour toute traduction sans pour autant dire grandchose sur sa qualité en tant que texte. Cela surtout avant l’avènement de cet outil devenu
indispensable qu’est le dictionnaire Robert et Collins. (265)
This proviso given, however, negative examples do make up the larger part of her section on
each translation. And yet overall, Velguth focuses her attention on larger patterns she sees as his
weaknesses as a translator from English to French, relating his approach to these systems to what
she can identify of the project, Queneau’s apparent intention, and validating in this way certain
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decisions he has made in his approach to each text. Velguth sees the following as Queneau’s
shortcomings, as far as technical skill is concerned:
L’insatisfaction qu’exprime de temps en temps Queneau en ce qui concerne sa maîtrise de
l’anglais avait quelque fondement. Dans toutes ses traductions, les adverbes, les verbes à
particule (verbes suivis d’une préposition formant une unité sémantique), les verbes à
valeur modale et la mise en relief lui donnent du mal et sont quelquefois traduits à
contresens. (264)
First off, it is evident that Velguth has noticed the same patterns of self-effacement and linguistic
anxiety that I have shown in earlier chapters; however, here, she determines, providing concrete
examples, that there was indeed some validity to these concerns, or at least during the period
these translations were effectuated (1936-1953). Second, she attributes a varietal weakness to his
knowledge of English, stating that he “comprenait mieux l’anglais britannique que l’anglais
américan, et mieux l’anglais classique que les dialectes” (264). While this sentiment seems to be
defended in the examples she provides, I’m not certain that it is entirely the case; I will however
defer my commentary on this until the subject arises in my case-by-case examination of the
translations themselves. Similarly, Velguth’s examples and conclusions that target only a single
translation will be integrated into my individual examinations in the following chapter.
Velguth’s article provides a strong synthesis of Queneau’s work in literary translation,
especially for a a short conference communication. She correctly takes into consideration the
project of each translation when attempting to evaluate the outcome. As she puts it, “Sa manière
varie en fonction du but de sa traduction” (272), which is in keeping with the theoretical
underpinnings of my own analyses.
2.2 – In Review: Federico Federici’s Translation as Stylistic Evolution
As one would expect in a comparative monograph by an Italian scholar that first and foremost
focuses on Queneau’s Italian friend and colleague Italo Calvino, here the analytical detail
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regarding Queneau’s work in translation is somewhat scant by comparison. Often, Federici
makes use of generalizations to describe Queneau’s work in literary translation, although the
close readings of the Queneau texts that Calvino translated into Italian (Les Fleurs bleues, Le
Chant du styrène) are much more developed. For instance, when describing Queneau’s “criteria
of selection” for his translation projects, Federici offers a paragraph that could likely describe the
criteria of selection for almost any literary translator:
Queneau adopted criteria of selection that were perhaps dictated by many different reasons;
however, it seems probable that, in most cases, he selected authors who were successful in
their own countries or original exponents of new literary tastes, which could in turn provide
financial benefits to his publisher. Often, he selected the works that he enjoyed for some
aesthetic reason and that also conveyed political or social ideals. Some of the translations
represented experiments with the structure of fiction or with style, some had important
content which Queneau felt should be promoted to a wide readership, some included
stylistic features that Queneau enjoyed and proposed in his own works. (102)
Admittedly, all of these criteria are true in some way when it comes to Queneau, but that said, a
general statement of this nature tells us little about his actual projects. By breaking down these
different elements one text at a time, I will step away from such an overarching generalization
and show that each of Queneau’s projects found their genesis in specific lines of reasoning that
were intimately connected to his views of literature and language.
Further to this initial criticism, I will refute certain assumptions made by Federici during
my analysis. For instance, while I will discuss the influence Queneau’s translations had on his
own fiction and poetry, it is erroneous to put too much emphasis on the early translations in this
regard, especially those of the books by Edgar Wallace and Maurice O’Sullivan. Federici
attempts to make a case for a closer analysis of these titles by suggesting that “they influenced
[Queneau’s] own poetics” (101), listing all five book-length translations under this rubric.
However, while this notion might be argued in the case of the final two titles, it is much more
difficult to successfully argue this for the earlier translations.
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Federici’s larger goal in Translation as Stylistic Evolution is to demonstrate the visible
effects of Calvino’s translation projects on his writing that followed after it. In this, he is largely
successful. And yet there is a profound difference between the situation of Calvino’s translations
in his literary career and that of Queneau’s. Federici is aware of these key differences, but does
not appear to grasp the implications, at least as far as Queneau is concerned. For instance, he
repeatedly makes claims such as “[Queneau’s] translations served as a catalyst for introducing
innovation or reflections on his own poetics […] In every situation, Queneau’s experience of
translating had some sort of effect on his knowledge by changing the focus of his personal
research, influencing his own style through the act of translation, or influencing his own fiction
with his translations” (106). It is simply not the case that “in every situation,” these translations
influenced his writing, unless Federici is referencing the more overarching fact that as textual (or
translational) projects to which Queneau devoted time, reflection, and physical effort in
producing, these texts (or translations) constitute a part of his cumulative experience as a writer.
If it is this more general view that Federici intended with his comment, I am in full agreement,
but if he is instead suggesting that the translations each had a focus-shifting influence, I will
show that this is not accurate. Queneau’s translations can be considered interrelated parts of his
larger body of work, but any innovation drawn from these translations did not stray far from the
sphere of innovation he was already researching.
A second key difference must be seen in the fact that Italo Calvino only published two
literary translations during his career, both of them translations of experimental texts by
Raymond Queneau. Calvino’s translation of Les Fleurs bleues, as Federici argues, was an
important hinge in his career, coming at the end a fallow, frustrated period that followed his I
nostri antenati (Our Ancestors) trilogy (1952-1959). This translation overlapped with the writing
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of Calvino’s Cosmicomiche books, made up of Cosmicomics (1965) and t zero (1967). During
this subsequent stage of his career, Calvino produced his translation of Queneau’s Les Fleurs
bleues, published by Einaudi in 1967 as I fiori blu. He also undertook and later abandoned a
translation of Queneau’s 1950 long-form science-poetry book Petite cosmogonie portative in
1971, eventually turning the project over to Sergio Solmi, who produced a translation published
by Einaudi in 1982 with assistance from Primo Levi. 3 Even having formally withdrawn from the
project, however, Calvino still discussed the project enthusiastically with Solmi because of his
editorial role at Einaudi and his expertise with Queneau’s writing, and he contributed a creative
afterword himself. Finally, Calvino translated a second piece of science-poetry by Queneau, Le
Chant du styrène, which had been written to accompany a 1958 short film of the same title by
Alain Resnais. Federici shows how the content and composition of Queneau’s Petite cosmogonie
portative and Les Fleurs bleues influenced Calvino’s own stylistics, composition methods, and
literary interests, impacting not only the Cosmicomics but also his later, Oulipian-era works 4
such as Mr. Palomar and If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler.
For all their overlap, it must be noted that the situations of the two translators were
actually quite dissimilar. First of all, the bulk of Queneau’s work in literary translation was done
early in his writing career, i.e. beginning within a year of his first novel, and spanning the first
twenty years of a career that lasted twice as long. Also, nearly the full complement of Queneau’s
translations were effectuated before World War II, with only L’ivrogne dans la brousse
published after, when he was widely recognized as an author. 5 Conversely, Calvino took up
translation much later in his career, translating Les Fleurs bleues twenty years after his first
novel and once he was a well-known author in Italy and internationally. As they were at
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significantly different stages in their careers as writers when they took on their respective
translation projects, it is problematic to compare these phases of their career too closely.
Another integral difference that must be considered when comparing the role of these
translations in the careers of the two authors lies more specifically in what they chose to
translate: on a technical and creative level, translating Sinclair Lewis’s It Can’t Happen Here or
George Du Maurier’s Peter Ibbetson cannot be compared directly to the multi-layered
complexity of translating a text such as Queneau’s Les Fleurs bleues or his pun-laced sciencepoetry Petite cosmogonie. And yet, Federici insists on maintaining an uncommented parallel
between the impact of Calvino’s Queneau translations on his writing and that of Queneau’s
translations on his:
Queneau had learnt some effects to use in his works when he was translating. His decisions
to translate certain stories changed the focus of his theoretical research or influenced his
own style. Similarly, Calvino’s translation of Queneau’s Les Fleurs bleues exposed
Calvino to the philosophical influence of Queneau, with whom he shared the idea of writing
as imitation. (51)
While Chapter Four will illustrate a few ways in which Queneau’s translations directly impacted
his later work, what interests us instead is how they fit within a greater literary project that was
already ongoing. These projects did present certain opportunities for literary exploration and
experimentation, and yet as we will see, for the most part Queneau did not take advantage of
them. As to Federici’s repeated discussion of the belief shared by Queneau and Calvino that all
writing is a form of imitation, it is in this line of investigation that Federici’s analysis is most
pertinent to this dissertation, and I will circle back to these ideas in Chapter Five.
We must keep in mind Federici’s stated goal for his book, which was first and foremost
an inquiry into the impact of translating Queneau on the writings of Italo Calvino. Accordingly,
the background information he offers on Queneau’s work in translation is solely intended as a
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point of comparison. This comparison does indirectly furnish useful information on Queneau’s
work, and Federici’s close readings of Quenelian texts such as Les Fleurs bleues are insightful
and pertinent. However, his insight into Queneau’s translations themselves and their place in his
body of work is limited and emphasizes the need for this more detailed inquiry.

3 – Awareness of Translation
As Queneau left little in the way of direct sources we can use to assess the place of translation in
his career, it is necessary for us to build a picture of his interaction with this part of his craft,
which will allow us to better contextualize its role in his career. From the outset, one thing is
more than clear: Queneau was in regular contact with translation and translators from quite early
on. Even without considering the role of translation in his education and language acquisition, it
is clear that as early as his relatively brief foray into Surrealism in the latter half of the 1920s,
Queneau was surrounded by writers and artists who also took part in literary translation. Marcel
Duhamel, for instance, whom Queneau first met in 1928, was translating crime fiction as early as
that very year, when he translated Raoul Whitfield’s crime novel Green Ice.6 Duhamel narrates
this first translation job: “Un livre m’est tombé entre les mains et, fasciné, je l’ai traduit. Ou
quelqu’un a signalé à ce M. Thomas [qui dirigeait la série ‘Traductions’ de la collection
‘Détective’ ou bien étaient-ce les ‘Grands Romans d’Aventure’ ?] mon existence et il me confie
le bouquin. […] Mille quatre cents balles qui tombent du ciel et qui sont une aubaine. Pour Max
[Morise]7 aussi, car il en traduira de son côté un ou deux autres (La Vierge fatale, etc.) du même
auteur pour cette même collection” (293). Duhamel would continue to translate regularly after
this, undertaking William Burnett’s Little Caesar, and beginning to translate dialogues for
French releases of American films. In 1928, the year of Duhamel’s first translation, Queneau and
his new wife Janine lived quite close to the apartment Duhamel lived in with Jacques Prévert and
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Yves Tanguy, and, in spending a great deal of time with Duhamel, he would have seen the
earning potential of literary translation first-hand.
While references to his own work in literary translation are few and far between in his
journals, what is more visible is the fact that as a writer, a reader, and an editor, he was very
conscious of translation. An excavation of the Gallimard archives would be necessary to detail
the scope of Queneau’s day-to-day interactions with translators and translations that came about
through his role in the publishing house, and as a future project, this could prove fruitful.
However, even without going to such lengths, this awareness on his part is discernible in his
journal. First of all, even from an early age, his interest in learning languages made evident to
him the role that translation played in the literature he was reading. As we saw in Chapter Two,
at only fourteen years of age, the young Queneau noted his excitement at the end of World War I
because it made it possible for him to once again acquire quality German editions of Ancient
Greek authors (Journaux 37). And, while the contents of his reading lists are far from fastidious
when it comes to naming the translator of a work he read in translation, in many cases he has
done so. Furthermore, within journal entries that mention his reading of the moment, there is
evidence of a critical appreciation for translations of quality. For example, in an entry dated 28
January 1940, during the relatively brief war-inspired period of Queneau’s re-conversion, his
note reads: “Repris le Nouveau Testament [endnote: “dans la traduction latine de saint Jérôme”].
Charme de ce latin. Va donc, eh dilettante. (Moi, dilettante? Réfléchir là-dessus)” (Journaux
434). In a later entry in 1955, he also demonstrates his ability to recognize a poor translation:
“Lu L’Odyssée, sans plaisir ni admiration excessive. La faute est sans doute à la traduction de
Bérard. Par contre, je reprends pied avec l’Hymne à Déméter” (Journaux 877). Having
previously read The Odyssey in the Greek, in Alexis Pierron’s 1895 edition, as well as in Leconte
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de Lisle’s 1868 French translation, Queneau had several points of comparison, and this 1955
translation by Robert Flacelière and Victor Berard, published in Gallimard’s La Pléiade series,
clearly did not impress him.
Indeed, Queneau’s awareness of translation sometimes left him in appreciation of a job
well done by a translator, even when the translation was of a book he had not particularly
enjoyed. For example, regarding the work of Marie-Louise Soupault, Surrealist poet Philippe
Soupault’s second wife, Lécureur indicates that “Avant-hier, de Kay Boyle, lui plaît beaucoup
moins. ‘La traduction de Mme Marie-Louise Soupault est excellente. Malheureusement le style
de Kay Boyle est de ceux qui ne se traduisent que par miracle, ou par hasard’” (221). Queneau
had read the original, Year Before Last, the same year it was published by Greenberg in 1933,
which gave him the comparative footing to make such a comment upon reading Soupault’s
translation four years later. Indeed, Queneau’s role at Gallimard, first as English reader, then as
head of the comité de lecture, and finally as full editor, during which time he maintained his
status as the specialist of Anglophone literature, brought him into contact with many translators,
many translation projects, and many translation manuscripts. Lécureur describes this role:
Queneau est alors en relation avec les plus grands noms de la littérature. Il échange avec
eux une quantité impressionnante de lettres ou les rencontre à l’occasion de repas et
manifestations diverses. En tant que personnage à Gallimard, il est, bien évidemment,
sollicité pour faire connaître des manuscrits ou obtenir leur publication. Le 7 décembre
1949, Witold Gombrowicz lui écrit de Buenos Aires pour lui proposer son roman
Ferdydurke, en se recommandant d’Albérès […]. (333)
In this expanded role, then, and in keeping with his cosmopolitan and international aims for
literary writing, the lines dividing French domestic literary production and “world literature”
grew hazy. What mattered for Gallimard was evidently sales, but also continuing to cultivate
their worldly and cultured brand by publishing the best of contemporary literature and promoting
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this cultural capital, regardless of its source. If it suited their image and their taste, it was a
welcome addition to their ever-growing catalog.
Another entry from January 1940 demonstrates his awareness of translation outside of a
strictly literary setting: “À Niort, je suis allé voir Les hauts de Hurlevent [Wuthering Heights, dir.
William Wyler, 1939] <bien quoique> doublé (très bien) en français, remarquablement doublé
même” (Journaux 424). And, by the mid-to-late 1940s, his prominence and role at Gallimard
having grown, his journals give evidence of day-to-day publishing concerns related to translators
working on Gallimard titles: “24 février 1947 […] Mme Lehoc – continue à traduire Boswell”
(611). “24 mars 1947 […] Anna Seghers – désolée que son livre soit mal traduit […] Je lui
explique qu’on ne pouvait ‘arracher’ la trad[uction] au pauvre traducteur. Il faut toujours en
arriver là, dit-elle” (613).
Beyond this awareness that he was indeed reading a translation, and the fact that he was
regularly confronted with translation-related obligations as part of his position at Gallimard,
there are two other types of related comments that appear from time to time in his diaries: first,
brief and often vague notes regarding his own translation projects, and second, comments
acknowledging his contact with translations of his own work. The former sort was typically brief
and explained little. For example, again in 1940, while stationed in the barracks and waiting on
one of his many requests to be transferred to an interpreting position, he casually mentions the
release of the new N.R.F. issue: “6 mars. […] No. de la NRF: article de Sartre qui m’irrite; une
trad[uction] de Saroyan… Les charbonniers italiens saisis par l’Angleterre…” (Journaux 446).
The Saroyan translation, of course, was his own translation of William Saroyan’s Le Zeppelin du
Dimanche (The Sunday Zeppelin, 1937), published in the 1 March 1940 issue. From this casual,
almost self-effacing reference, we must assume that the publication of this translation was of
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little importance to Queneau, or that his mind was simply occupied by the War. Just as brief is a
note that can only designate his translation of Amos Tutuola’s The Palm Wine Drinkard, dated
12 October 1952. “Clancier au Rond-Point des Champs-Élysées. Déjeuner. Courte sieste (une
heure). Traduction. Concert Stravinsky” (Journaux 792). Once again, we have evidence that
translation was a part of Queneau’s day, but he affords us little more. He was not one to talk
endlessly of his own writing, either; for example, as Paul Braffort explained, he rarely spoke of
his own work, and tended toward silence in a group setting. 8 That said, he still included over a
dozen articles on his literary methods and opinions when compiling his two primary volumes of
essays (Bâtons, chiffres et lettres and Le Voyage en Grèce), many of which had been published
before in widely-read reviews. In comparison, this is a wealth of information next to the few
short paratextual paragraphs he wrote for his translations.
This reluctance to speak on translation in almost any way renders problematic any
detailed description of his relationship to literary translation. As to translations of his own works,
he is no more prolix. The first two translations of novels by Queneau into English, for instance,
were both published in 1948. A Hard Winter (Un rude hiver, 1939), translated by Betty Askwith,
was published by John Lehmann in the U.K., whereas James Laughlin of New Directions
published The Skin of Dreams (Loin de Rueil, 1944) in a translation by H. J. Kaplan. Given his
literary Anglophilia, one might expect Queneau to be thrilled to have his work published in New
York and London, but little fuss is made in his journals; of the former, there is no trace, and of
the latter, Queneau notes the following, while on a trip to Italy: “Aug 8 1948. Après dîner,
Mondadori9 passe, il m’apporte The Skin of Dreams” (Journaux 621). The second reference to
the Kaplan translation comes four days later, and again demonstrates relative disinterest: “Jeudi
12–Pluie toute l’après-midi. Aquarelle. Lu Skin of Dreams. Échecs: 2 gagnées. 1 perdue”
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(Journaux 622). Once again, his lack of enthusiasm is visible, as his initial reading of the first
American translation of his fiction is slotted in between the weather, his painting, and his 2-for-3
chess record that day against André Gide. This is not at all to say that Queneau was overly
verbose in the Journaux when it came to his writing, as this was decidedly not the case. And yet,
even if he was not one to include notes on his work-in-progress or on the reception of his
publications in these diaries, his own writing remains visible by way of sporadic mentions of
triumphs and setbacks, whereas his work in translation is notably absent. 10 This, coupled with the
fact that he wrote a fair number of essays on his writing process without at any point doing the
same for his work with translation, has forced me to read between the lines and search elsewhere
for information regarding his thoughts on translation.
On other occasions, his notes show a willingness to discuss translations of his work when
asked. For instance, in an undated entry penned between February and July 1961, he writes,
“[French art dealer Aimé] Maeght me demande comment je trouve la traduction de Zazie en
anglais. Je lui dis que c’est difficile parce qu’en anglais, il n’y a guère de différence (malgré
l’orthographe) entre la langue écrite et la langue orale. Il m’approuve et développe la thèse
contraire (l’anglais langue figée). Se fout-il de moi ou n’a-t-il pas compris?” (Journaux 1023).
As two English translations of Zazie dans le métro had been published before February 1961, the
semi-illicit Olympia Press translation by Akbar del Piombo and Eric Kahane 11 in September
1959, just eight months after the French edition, and then Barbara Wright’s more definitive
translation, published by the Bodley Head in London and Harper in New York in late 1960, it is
impossible to identify with certainty which translation he was describing. It stands to reason,
however, that since he had already been in contact with Wright since at least 1954, he would
have deferred to her translation. Either way, this comment directed to Maeght demonstrates that
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Queneau had put some critical thought into his reading of this translation, even if it again
suggests a dismissive attitude toward the possibilities of truly translating a novel such as Zazie
dans le métro, given differences between English and French of which he was all too aware.
Barbara Wright was not the only translator of Queneau’s work with whom he was in
contact. It is worth mentioning that even if he didn’t always take a keen interest in the
translations of his work, he was generally available to inquisitive translators, as evidenced by
archived correspondence between Queneau and Wright, as well as with Ludwig Harig, one of his
more prominent German-language translators. Anecdotally, as well, there are (unconfirmed)
rumors of romantic involvement between Queneau and one of his would-be translators, whom he
met while abroad in Austria in 1946. Eight years before the publication of her first novel Under
the Net (1954), a twenty-seven-year-old Iris Murdoch was assigned as Queneau’s interpreter
when he traveled for a series of conferences. As he describes in his journal,
Ma traductrice est une fille épatante. Je suis tout de suite séduit. Longue conversation. Nous
nous entendons parfaitement […] Elle est irlandaise. 26 ans. Grande. Blonde. Saine. Un
petit chignon. […] Une démarche décidée, un peu lourde, militaire. De beaux yeux, un
sourire charmant […] Elle a aimé The Colossus of Maroussi–nous avons parlé ensemble
de Miller. Elle a écrit deux romans. Elle en écrit un nouveau – elle a été poussée à l’écrire
par la lecture de P[ierrot] M[on] A[mi]. Elle m’a demandé: Si ça ne m’ennuyait pas de
parler de mes livres (autrefois oui; maintenant pourquoi pas? Et surtout à elle). (Journaux
585-87)
Murdoch was assigned to be Queneau’s interpreter during a February 1946 trip that included
stops in Switzerland, then Vienna, Innsbruck, Igls, and Kitzbuhel in Austria. He gave a
conference talk in Kitzbuhel on 20 February 1946. The two hit it off, although Queneau suggests
they did not find as much time alone to talk as they would have liked. “Adieux – plutôt – tendres.
Le reste ne compte pas” (Journaux 586), he wrote. According to Anne-Isabelle Queneau’s
annotations to the Journaux, Murdoch began an English translation of Pierrot mon ami, which
she did not complete; her first novel, Under the Net, is dedicated to Queneau (Journaux 585).12
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While Murdoch may not have ended up translating Queneau’s novel, we can see their friendship
as having a transmissive effect on her early work where Queneau’s American and French
conception of the novel was reflected back upon British literature, akin to the international
effects of transmission that we saw in Chapter Two. As Anne Rowe explains, “[Murdoch] was
writing to Queneau at a time when the novel in Britain was perceived to be lagging behind and
parochial. It wasn’t – she was talking to Queneau, finding out how he wrote, how he thought,
trying to bring in more of the European tradition to Britain.” According to Rowe, “she saw
Queneau as a mentor and wanted to emulate him – she desperately wanted him to help her get
her thinking straight about what kind of writer she wanted to be” (qtd. in Flood, n.p.).
Furthermore, Conradi suggests that, with the letters in mind, “the character of Jake [Donoghue,
the protagonist] translating Breteuil in Under the Net can now be seen as a self-portrait of
Murdoch translating Queneau's Pierrot” (qtd. in Flood, n.p.).
Queneau’s willingness to correspond with his translators demonstrates that he recognizes
the value of their efforts to his literary career, but also that he understands the difficult
necessities of the practice. By the time his own work was translated, after all, the larger part of
his career in literary translation was nearly complete, with only his Tutuola translation to come
after the first appearance of his work in English translation. All the same, in spite of the semiregular appearance of translation-related notes in his journals, the fact remains that he provides
little in the way of commentary about his opinions on translation. He demonstrates only that it
was a part of his day-to-day routine at Gallimard, and shows that he held his own set of criteria
with regard to what should be considered a quality translation.
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4 – A Theory of a Theory of Translation
Before I turn my attention to Queneau’s translations, there are two important questions that need
to be addressed. First of all, it is important to consider what he knew about the history and theory
of translation. Although it is clear that he didn’t write much on translation, in the few instances
that he did, what did he have to say about it? What did he write about translation, where did he
write it, and how did he publicly position himself in regard to translation? In general, did he
express or demonstrate any particular beliefs about literary translation? And further to this, what
outside sources could have had an impact on how he approached literary translation? What
readings may have had repercussions on how he worked, or on how he thought about translation?
By exploring these questions, we can better approach the reasoning behind the decisions we will
see when it comes time to analyze his translations themselves.

4.1 – Queneau on Translation: Direct and Indirect Commentary
The introductions and translator’s notes to Queneau’s literary translation projects are quite
minimal, generally addressing the book from a critical or social point of view and ignoring the
translation process. In certain cases there is no note at all. In the case of the works for which he
has written something insightful and relevant, I will discuss the information he provides in the
context of the translations themselves in Chapter Four. In general, however, he only addressed
translation indirectly, with the exception of a few disparate sources which I will examine in the
coming pages.
Hoping that Queneau may have spoken more elaborately on translation outside of his
published work, I sought out the few colleagues from his years in the Oulipo. The elder
statesmen of the group were very generous in agreeing to meet with me, and I will make use of
their comments both here and in Chapter Five. Between November 2017 and May 2018, I
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recorded interviews with Paul Braffort, Marcel Bénabou, Paul Fournel, Jacques Jouet, and
Jacques Roubaud. Of the five, four were members of the group during Queneau’s lifetime; Jouet,
I interviewed as a member of the group who has also written critical work on Queneau: his
monograph Queneau was published by La Manufacture in 1988. While the input of these current
Oulipians will have a greater impact on the way I approach Queneau’s use of creative translation
in Chapter Five, my current interest lies in what they had to say about whether or not Queneau at
any point spoke about literary translation during the course of their association. Unfortunately, in
keeping with what I have seen in the written record, this does not seem to have been the case.
My first interview was with Paul Braffort, on 13 October 2017, less than two months
before his 94th birthday and roughly six months before his death in May 2018. Braffort joined the
Oulipo in 1961, one of the first to be added to the roster the year after the group was founded,
although he had known Queneau socially since the mid-1940s. When I asked him if Queneau had
ever spoken of his work as a literary translator during the group’s early meetings, Braffort
replied straight away, “Jamais! Il ne parlait pas de lui, d’ailleurs, il ne parlait jamais de lui […] Il
parlait peu. Il écoutait. On voyait très bien quand il était d’accord ou pas d’accord. Il riait
beaucoup, en fait. Avec son rire, on comprenait s’il était d’accord ou pas” (“Interview”). Marcel
Bénabou, with whom I spoke on 10 January 2018, was originally a friend and creative colleague
of Georges Perec’s, and became a member of the group in 1970, three years after Perec joined.
He had known Queneau socially for some years at that point as well. Bénabou mostly concurred
with Braffort’s recollection, stating in response to the same question, “Jamais. […] Si, peut-être
une fois il a fait allusion à Amos Tutuola. Je ne sais plus si c’était dans une réunion de l’Oulipo
ou si c’était dans une conversation en dehors, mais je me souviens parce que moi je ne le savais
pas–c’est par lui que j’ai appris l’existence de ce livre que je ne connaissais pas” (“Interview”).
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This memory aside, Bénabou agreed with Braffort’s memory of Queneau’s silence when it came
to his own work in general, which included his earlier work as a translator. However, if he did
not speak of his own work as a literary translator, Bénabou does recall him bringing up
Anglophone writers somewhat regularly:
C’est vrai qu’il ne parlait pas tellement, mais de temps en temps il faisait comme ça une
toute petite remarque qui montrait tout ce qu’il avait de culture derrière. Ce dont je me
souviens le mieux c’est qu’il nous a parlé de Yeats lors d’une réunion, et vraiment je me
souviens qu’il faisait allusion à Lewis Carroll plusieurs fois. (“Interview”)
As these remembrances suggest, Queneau spoke no more about his work as a literary translator
during the first decades of the Oulipo than he did in his own writing. This is not to say that
translation in general was never discussed during Oulipo meetings. The topic became
unavoidable once the Oulipo stopped being a uniformly French group, although French would
forever stay their lingua franca. By 1961, the year Braffort was erroneously elected as the
“correspondant Belge,”13 the first Anglophones also joined the group, including Englishman
Stanley Chapman, and Ross Chambers, who was elected as “correspondant étranger” for
Australia. Chambers was not involved with the group for long; according to Braffort, he only
attended one or two meetings (“Interview”). Stanley Chapman, who for the most part continued
to reside in London, was himself a productive literary translator as early as the 1950s, translating
Queneau’s friend Boris Vian during Queneau’s lifetime; he would later translate several of
Queneau’s texts as well. Other members worked with multiple languages as well; founding
member Jean Queval was a very productive literary translator; married to an Anglophone,
Queval produced well-regarded translations of many Anglophone authors during Queneau’s
lifetime, including work by William Makepeace Thackeray, science fiction author Fred Hoyle,
H. G. Wells, Iris Murdoch, and Daniel Defoe. Georges Perec translated some of Harry Mathews’
English novels into French, and later Mathews returned the favor. Jacques Roubaud, who was
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elected in 1966 shortly before Perec, was also a literary translator alongside his work as a poet,
working primarily with English and Provencal. His list of translations would eventually include
several of Queneau’s favorite Anglophone writers, including Gertrude Stein and Lewis Carroll.
For Roubaud, literary translation is an integral part of the life of a poet. As he told me on 3 May
2018, translation has always been for him half of a balanced equation, a necessary foil to the
writing of poetry:
[La traduction était] pour moi considéré au départ comme quelque chose qui faisait partie
nécessaire du travail de poésie. Il fallait être au moins autant un traducteur qu’un
compositeur. Il y avait ce que l’on appelait le Cercle Polivanov des années ’50 et ’60, c’était
dit explicitement, bon, il faut traduire. On ne compose pas si on ne traduit pas.
(“Interview”)
Accordingly, while there is little evidence of Queneau discussing his own translations, neither in
the comptes rendus of the Oulipo’s monthly meetings during the sixteen years of his presence,
nor in the recollections of the four Oulipians who were involved during Queneau’s tenure and
still alive when I conducted this series of interviews, it is clear that English (and eventually other
languages) had a seat at the table when it came time for the monthly Oulipian get-together.
With a number of its early members avid Anglophiles, as well as several being
Anglophones, English thus had an effect on this group of largely French-language writers. As
Bénabou confirms, “l’anglophilie et l’anglophonie était quand même un peu présent à l’Oulipo”
(“Interview”). Despite this, according to Braffort, it wasn’t until after Harry Mathews joined the
group in 1973 that literary translation became a topic of discussion at meetings: “Non, cela n’est
venu qu’après l’élection de Harry Mathews […] Naturellement, quand leurs livres [en traduction,
de Perec ou de Mathews] ont paru ils ont commenté, mais Harry parlait tellement bien le français
qu’on n’apercevait même pas [qu’il était anglophone]” (“Interview”). Bénabou expanded on how
mutual translations by Perec and Mathews made their way into the Oulipo’s group discussions:
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Je me souviens qu’on avait parlé parce qu’il fallait trouver un titre, c’était Tlooth en anglais,
et on n’arrivait pas à trouver quelque chose. Eux, ils ont commencé à chercher tous les
deux, Harry et Georges, et ensuite ils nous en ont parlé, et on n’arrivait pas à trouver
l’équivalent: un mot qui soit déformé et qui puisse suggérer à la fois, comme Tlooth, la
vérité et les dents. Alors je m’en souviendrai toujours, parce qu’il y avait, à un moment, je
ne sais plus qui, je crois que c’était Georges, qui avait trouvé Dentité, qui sonnait comme
‘identité’ et qui mettait à la fois ‘la vérité’ et ‘les dents.’ Et donc on avait l’occasion de
parler, dans des circonstances comme ça, pour voir comment on peut adapter un titre au
lieu de le traduire. Ils ont fini par décider ensemble qu’ils laisseraient tomber cette
équivalence et qu’ils trouveraient autre chose, et il y a eu cette idée Les Verts champs de
moutard de l’Afghanistan. (“Interview”)
Beyond this playful and productive but tangential discussion, other uses of outside languages and
writing processes related to translation were on occasion brought into play during the Oulipians’
monthly exchanges. These further discussions involving the creative possibilities of translation
and the use of bilingual constraints also began to take place relatively early in the group, as we
will further explore in Chapter Five.
4.2 – Direct Commentary on Translation
While I have stated that Queneau almost never commented directly on the theory or practice of
literary translation, there is one example of direct commentary from outside his translator’s
notes. Prior to the Third Congress of the International Federation of Translators (FIT) at Bad
Godesberg in 1959, the FIT sent out a questionnaire intended to help them prepare for the
workshops at the Rencontre des traducteurs littéraires. The questionnaire was sent by various
translator associations to translators, writers, university scholars, publishers, and critics in a
number of countries. Queneau was one of the respondents. The survey questions read as follows:
1. Quel rôle joue, à votre avis, la traduction dans la littérature de votre pays ? Quelle
importance lui attribuez-vous?
2. Que doit-on entendre, à votre avis, par QUALITÉ d’une traduction littéraire ?
3. Comment, à votre avis, est-il possible d’agir sur la qualité des traductions littéraires?
(a) Quelles sont les pratiques existantes (révision chez l’éditeur, examen critique entre
professionnels etc) ? Sont-elles correctement appliquées ? Sont-elles efficaces?
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(b) Quel rôle joue, peut, doit jouer la critique littéraire à l’égard de la qualité des
traductions ? L’attention accordée à la qualité des traductions est-elle suffisante ? Le
critique est-il, à votre avis, un juge valable en cette matière ? Quels autres juges
souhaiteriez-vous ?
(c) Quelles autres formes d’appréciation et d’action pourriez-vous suggérer pour servir la
qualité des traductions ? (Cary 49)
As a reply to these questions, Queneau wrote:
1. L’incapacité à peu près totale des Français pour apprendre une langue étrangère (ils
ont même du mal à apprendre la leur) donne une importance toute particulière à la
traduction en ce pays. Les traducteurs de grec et de latin au XVIème si[è]cle,
d’espag[n]ol et d’italien au XVIIème d’anglais au XVIIIème, d’allemand et de russe
au XIXème, d’américain (du nord ou du sud) au XXème, ont permis aux écrivains
français de se dégager un peu de leur provincialisme, d’acquérir une certaine “classe”
internationale et de subir ainsi par une voie indirecte, l’influence de Guy de
Maupassant, d’Alphonse Daudet et d’Eugène Sue. 14
2. Une traduction de qualité, c’est le texte tel qu’il aurait été écrit dans la langue B par
l’auteur de l’original en langue A.
3. Je l’ignore, mais j’espère que les travaux de la FIT me l’apprendront. (Cary 99)
On the first point, Queneau demonstrates in his reply that he holds the figure of the translator in
high regard as far as the importance of translation vis-à-vis French domestic literary production.
He finds French writers to typically lack in sophistication, and believes that through the access
given to them by translators to texts from outside of France–with a preference as to where they
come from depending on the timeline of global literary history–they not only acquire some of the
cosmopolitanism that he aspires to in his own use of foreign influences and elements in his
writing, but also, and quite interestingly, that this allows them a mitigated form of access to the
influence of great French writers from previous generations as reflected back to them after
translations of classic French literature have been absorbed by foreign authors into the writing of
their own culture.
Queneau’s response to the second question is the most concrete example we have at our
disposal as far as a theorization of translation. “Une traduction de qualité, c’est le texte tel qu’il
aurait été écrit dans la langue B par l’auteur de l’original en langue A.” Not only does this give
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us our first concrete insight into his opinion on the goals of translation, but it must also lead us to
believe that he had absorbed certain long-standing ideas about translation from his reading or
from other sources such as discussion or study. It’s important to keep in mind, however, that his
response to this questionnaire was written in 1959, after he had already ceased his literary
translation activity. By this time, a new interest in theories of translation had begun to make itself
felt in the discipline, as works by prominent translation theorists had begun to be published both
inside and outside the Hexagon. And furthermore, there is always a risk in taking such a public
statement as concrete proof. As Berman notes,
La position traductive n’est pas facile à énoncer, et n’a d’ailleurs nul besoin de l’être; mais
elle peut aussi être verbalisée, manifestée, et se transformer en représentations. Toutefois,
ces représentations n’expriment pas toujours la vérité de la position traductive, notamment
lorsqu’elles apparaissent dans des textes fortement codés comme les préfaces, ou des prises
de parole conventionnelles comme les entretiens. Le traducteur, ici, a tendance à laisser
parler en lui la doxa ambiante et les topoi impersonnels sur la traduction. (Critique 75)
Accordingly, we cannot place too much emphasis on Queneau’s stated belief that an ideal
translation should be as if the source text had been written by the author in the target language.
The statement expresses a paradox, and whether or not this may be a translator’s desire, any
attempt to emulate another writer across time and language barriers still relies on a series of
critical decisions on the part of the translator. As such, we can take this statement with a grain of
salt, and recognize it as a fairly typical translator’s platitude without any real explanation of
methodology. In any case, my examination of Queneau’s work to come will expose less
paradoxical and more demonstrable tendencies.
5 – Queneau and Translation Theory
There are several difficulties we face when it comes to knowing what Queneau may have
encountered as far as “translation theory.” The first lies in the fact that he wrote very little on the
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subject, which likely at least in part stems from the second problem, which is simply one of
chronology. He was active in literary translation between 1934 and 1953, which means he quit
translating just a few years prior to the arrival of what we now consider to be translation theory
in France. For all intents and purposes, the first major work of contemporary translation theory
published in France was Georges Mounin’s Les Belles infidèles: Essai sur la traduction,
published by Cahiers du Sud in 1955. This was followed three years later by another key text for
French translation audiences, Jean-Paul Vinay and Jean Darbelnet’s landmark work, Stylistique
comparée du français et de l’anglais (Didier, 1958). As such, for all practical purposes, it is
difficult for us to rely on what we now understand of translation theory when attempting to
determine why Queneau may have approached texts the way he did when translating.
Despite this, it is certain that he was familiar with Georges Mounin’s early work on
translation before he undertook his final literary translation project, L’ivrogne dans la brousse.
First of all, he notes having read Mounin’s literary criticism as early as 1945, beginning with
Mounin’s Avez-Vous Lu Char?, which Gallimard only published the following year in 1946. In
fact, of the six Mounin texts that Queneau notes having read, five of them he read at least a year
before their publication, one in a photocopied manuscript that never saw publication. The most
interesting for our concerns is a text he lists as La traduction est-elle possible?, which shares a
title with the first chapter of Les Belles infidèles (1955). Queneau indicates having read this text
in 1952, three years prior to its eventual publication. Mounin himself explained this in a note to
Florence Géhéniau:
La traduction est-elle possible ? devait être la première version des Belles infidèles, publié
par les Cahiers du Sud, en 1955. […] Ces derniers détails ne sont pas là pour suggérer que
R. Queneau a été pour moi un lecteur distrait. Au contraire. Les problèmes théoriques, sans
lui, n’auraient jamais été édités chez Gallimard. (Géhéniau II: 707)
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The lack of certainty as to what exactly this early draft contained makes it more difficult to
ascertain what exactly it was that Queneau may have garnered from this early reading of
Mounin’s book. To the best of my knowledge, this early draft is not available for consultation,
and thus we can only speculate as to how similar this earlier draft was to the finished product.
In Federico Federici’s discussion of Italo Calvino’s translations in Translation as Stylistic
Evolution, Federici has the luxury of examining his translator’s knowledge of and views on
translation theory prior to beginning his examination of the translations. Federici also makes use
of the work of later theorists, and, although he acknowledges the anachronistic difficulties that
this can present, applies notions to his analysis drawn from work by the likes of Eugene Nida,
whose key work was roughly contemporary to Calvino’s translation of Les Fleurs bleues, but
also later theoreticians such as Lawrence Venuti or Skopos theory practitioners such as Hans
Vermeer and Katharina Reiss. More importantly, however, Federici can pinpoint the work from
which Calvino draws much of his own personal theory of translation, as it is not only
paraphrased or cited in correspondence between Calvino and others, such as Sergio Solmi, who
took up the torch for the translation of Queneau’s Petite Cosmogonie Portative after Calvino
recused himself, but it is also expounded upon in critical writing and introductions Calvino wrote
specifically on translation. Calvino’s theorist of choice was the very same Georges Mounin,
although not by way of his Belles infidèles (1955) or his other key volume on translation, Les
Problèmes théoriques de la traduction (1963). Instead it was “a compendium of linguistics and
anthropological theories applied to research in translation that [Calvino] treated as a manual for
translators” (Federici 60). This work, Teoria e storia della traduzione, was written by Mounin
and only published in Italian by Calvino’s publishing house Einaudi. According to Federici, it
[…] summarizes the debates on translation and linguistics of the time and critically reviews
the different theoretical perspectives that were current so as to offer a precise idea of the
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state of the discipline. The book does not openly refer to, but certainly draws on the more
theoretical works by Mounin such as Les Belles infidèles, […] Problèmes théroques de la
traduction, and La Machine à traduire, histoire des problèmes linguistiques, 1964.
However, it is intended as an introductory overview rather than a specialist study. (61)
Via correspondence, Jean-Yves Masson of Université Paris-Sorbonne confirmed for me that this
work by Mounin was only ever published in Italian, although it remains unclear as to whether it
was translated from French to Italian or written directly in Italian for Einaudi. In any case, while
we unfortunately do not have the same sort of specific translation source-book for Queneau that
Federici had at his disposal for his study of Calvino’s translations, we can still examine the few
works on translation we are certain Queneau had read during his period of translation activity.
Even if we are to agree that translation theory as a scientifically-inspired discipline did
not arrive in France until shortly after Queneau had completed his career in literary translation,
this is not to say that there was not related material available for him to read. While translation
studies emerged as a discipline in a systematic way after Queneau’s translation heyday, many of
the reference points can be found in earlier texts. Contemporary theorists of translation still cite
the same classic texts, and many of these were available years and even centuries before
Queneau’s time. For example, Antoine Berman’s work relies largely on the German romantics;
for Mounin, it was Chateaubriand, Du Bellay, and Antoine Rivarol. Schleiermacher is
omnipresent in translation theory in the second half of the 20th century, as is Cicero. As many of
these classic discussions and metaphors of translation were available to Queneau in the form of
translator’s introductions or critical works, and since we know him to be a voracious reader, we
can safely assume that he came across any number of these classic discussions on translation
during the course of his reading. As to what we do know he read specifically on the topic of
translation, we can turn to three works noted in his reading lists.
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5.1 – April 1942: Les Traquenards de la traduction
Queneau read what seems to be his first book explicitly on literary translation in April 1942. To
contextualize this, it was the same month as the publication of his novel Pierrot mon ami, and
although his next translation, Peter Ibbetson, would not appear until 1946, as I will detail more
concretely next chapter, it was during April and May 1942 that he revised his Du Maurier
translation. Accordingly, we can intuit from this a recognition on his part that there were
problems in his initial drafts, and a willingness to put some additional study into the difficulties
particular to translation from English to French. As such, this reading would have informed his
final two book-length translations, Peter Ibbetson (1946) and L’ivrogne dans la brousse (1953).
Veslot & Banchet’s translation manual, Les Traquenards de la Version Anglaise: L’art
de traduire, was first published by Hachette in 1922. While it is indeed more of a manual than a
theorization of translation, it does include a short introduction outlining its authors’ general
stance on translation. It is explicitly targeted to university students at the Sorbonne and similar
institutions who were required to pass an exam involving a version, a translation into their native
French. The key question addressed in the introduction is interesting, in that it allows the authors
to explicitly take a position on translation that is not necessarily their own, but one that is instead
purported to be that of the adjudicators of the exam. Although this aim leads them to frame their
theorization in a very specific way, the resulting outline still denotes a typical translation theory
of two poles, akin to Schleiermacher’s description of the translator’s primary choice, and that of
so many other theorists to follow. The authors present this as if it is a question from a student
who is preparing for the exam: “Mais peut-on savoir, direz-vous, quel genre de traduction le
correcteur appréciera? Sera-ce la traduction aisée, un peu libre, à fleur de texte, – ou le mot-àmot serré, inélégant peut-être, mais soucieux d’exactitude? L’Université a-t-elle une doctrine?”
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(Veslot iii). Immediately, we can see the two poles emerge: on one hand, the embellished, free
translation typical of the “belles infidèles” of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in France,
and on the other, its polar opposite, the dreaded “mot-à-mot,” scourge of archaic academic
editions. This opposition established, the authors offer up an unreasonable goal, typical of oldfashioned French classroom thème et version exercises: “La traduction idéale, ce serait celle,
évidemment, qui, retraduite dans la langue d’origine d’après le même principe, reproduirait
intégralement le texte initial” (iii). Veslot and Banchet appear to know that this is impossible,
however, or at least outside of basic phrases without ambiguity, and thus they expand on the two
poles of opposing techniques, first elaborating on the overtly liberal translation:
La traduction libre, la belle page de français à propos du texte étranger, supporte-t-elle
l’essai par cette pierre de touche? Non, certes! Les traductions retraduites selon cette
séduisante théorie s’écarteraient de plus en plus du modèle primitif jusqu’à perdre avec lui
tout contact. L’Université bannit donc la jolie page infidèle. (iii-iv)
In opposition to this, they address the equally undesirable word-to-word option:
“Elle préfère alors la version littérale? Car le mot-à-mot retraduit redonne à coup sûr…”
Halte-là, s’il vous plaît. Et le génie de votre langue, qu’en faites-vous? Le croyez-vous
capable d’accueillir d’emblée et comme siens les idiotismes, les tournures syntaxiques qui
forment l’essence même de la langue étrangère? […] Non, parlons français, bon français
avant tout. Or, le mot-à-mot s’y oppose, donc pas non plus de traduction littérale. (iv)
For Veslot & Banchet, then, “la traduction littérale” is equated with word-to-word translation,
which differs from what we will later explore with Antoine Berman’s conception of the term
“littéral” as it applies to translation. Ultimately, what Veslot & Banchet counsel is a happy
medium, which falls half way along the spectrum between the Belles infidèles and word-forword “literal” translation. As such, the following statement can shed light on both the initial
instruction that Queneau likely experienced in the French university in the 1920s, as well as the
suggestions he would have read once again in 1942 while revising his draft of Peter Ibbetson:
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Que veulent donc la Sorbonne, les Facultés, les jurys des Écoles? Que vous observez un
juste milieu; qu’étant assez avertis des difficultés et particularités de la langue étrangère
pour éviter les contresens et les faux sens qui dénoteraient une insuffisante initiation – vous
soyez capables, en évitant les deux écueils cités, de rendre avec toute l’exactitude possible,
en un français qui pourrait sembler spontané, l’allure générale du morceau proposé, – en
quoi vous ferez œuvre de goût. (iv)
It is difficult, of course, to know what exactly the authors are calling for with this middle ground.
More concretely, they state that the translator should avoid unnecessary embellishment,
indicating that the university’s doctrine requires the translator to “éviter d’abord toute
exagération, in medio veritas” (iii). And the “allure générale” that they position as a desired
outcome? This they describe in terms that leave much to the translator. “La justesse des termes
employés” (iv), they indicate, suggests that there is a “correct” word choice to be made. “L’ordre
dans lequel les idées s’y succèdent” (iv) suggests that there is an equivalence to be found
between source and target syntaxes. Finally, it falls on the translator to determine “the formal
intentions” of the author, indicating that whereas syntax and lexicon must surely vary, the
author’s choice of form should be replicated wherever possible:
Si vous ne respectez pas ses intentions formelles, votre traduction n’est que trahison.
Conservez donc, autant que faire se pourra, l’ordre de votre texte et le mouvement des
phrases dont il se compose. C’est en ce sens que nous entendons qu’une traduction puisse
être littérale […] “En matière de traduction, plus on est littéral, plus on est littéraire.” (ivv)
The ambiguity of the term “littéral” here is somewhat shocking, as only two pages prior they had
defined littéral as word-to-word translation, to be avoided in all situations. And yet here, they
shift the meaning of the term towards the value Antoine Berman and others would later ascribe
to it, indicating instead an attempt to conserve the order of ideas, and the “movement” of the
sentences brought about by this order. We might read this too intently and see an instruction to
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stick extremely closely to the text, or we might see it as a more general suggestion to preserve
the general form and presentation while allowing some leeway in the structuring of the prose.
The rest of this short manual is comprised of 176 pages of tips and tricks related to
grammatical problems that are particular to French to English translation, and is organized much
like a traditional grammar, in two parts: “Périls de syntaxe” and “Périls de vocabulaire.” The
former is broken down grammatically, with a section each for articles, nouns, adjectives,
pronouns, verbs, and what the authors have perhaps inaccurately refer to as “postpositions” –
largely dependent prepositions, such as to go + down/in/out/through. The second section is
comprised of a short list of faux amis and a few other random idiomatic and syntactic oddities. It
is impossible to say whether or not Queneau read this short encyclopedia of translation traps
front to back or simply referred to it as a reference book. It may have helped him to improve
when it came to some of his difficulties with English, in particular with the “verbes à particule”
that Velguth calls attention to in her article. Whatever the case, as he notes reading it and we
have no reason not to trust this, we can believe that as early as 1942, he was exposed through the
introduction of this manual to one of the building-block concepts of translation theory, that of
Schleiermacher’s poles of translation, seen here in their most drastic incarnation, a spectrum
running from the outmoded liberties of the Belles infidèles all the way to a true word-for-word
approach to translation, an opposition the authors make clear are equally undesirable choices.
One last detail of this text can be seen as interesting in relation to Queneau’s interest in
incorporating outside elements into his own writing: Veslot & Banchet’s manual shows an
extreme disdain for the “anglicisme.” For them, it seems to be the most dangerous pitfall of
English to French translation. This is broached not in the author’s “avant-propos,” but in an
introduction written for the volume by Émile Legouis, a noted French translator and historian of
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English literature. For Legouis, regular contact between English and French, especially following
the First World War, brought about this danger to the French language. As he puts it, the
anglicisme was nothing less than one of the “scourges” of the War: “[L’anglicisme] c’est
déchaîné au cours de la dernière guerre, dont il fut l’un des moindres fléaux” (i). For Queneau,
who began to explore the possibilities of fusing elements of multiple languages into his literary
writing in the early 1930s, this must have seemed a humorous exaggeration. Legouis continues,
describing what this threat could mean to young translators-in-training: “S’ils sont en effet, dans
la suite, appelés à faire œuvre de traducteurs, ils seront toujours guettés par l’anglicisme. Il se
pourrait même que ce mal fût d’autant plus insidieux que le contact avec les textes anglais est
plus fréquent” (i). If the danger was to be more “insidious” the more the translator was in contact
with English-language texts, Queneau was certainly at risk. As Legouis explains,
Le grand danger de l’anglais est d’être perfidement rapproché du français, d’avoir en partie
un vocabulaire identique, ou qui semble l’être, et qui cependant n’a ni tout à fait la même
forme ni tout à fait le même sens. […] de feuilleter sans cesse non seulement pour réagir
contre les erreurs de sens, mais encore pour conserver au français sa pureté menacée par
l’invasion des idiomes étrangers. (ii)
This insidious danger of cross-wiring the brain to these false friends is of course a reality, but not
in such an exaggerated manner. And, as we have seen in earlier chapters, it was precisely these
similarities between the two languages that Queneau would exploit, making use of them in a way
that the parallels between the two languages would permit an opacity to his insertions that would
allow the reader to better grasp his translanguaging. In keeping with Queneau’s experimentation
with language, this warning must have seemed quite ridiculous when he read it in 1942,
especially considering his views on the “purity” of French that Legouis saw as being threatened.
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5.2 – May 1946: Sous l’invocation de Saint-Jérôme
Valery Larbaud, roughly twenty years his senior, was evidently well-respected by Queneau, who
was a regular reader of Larbaud’s wide-ranging writing, first reading a number of titles in the
early 1920s, and continuing to return to Larbaud throughout his lifetime. For an example of the
longevity of this fascination, we need look no further than Larbaud’s Enfantines, which Queneau
first read in November 1922 as a teenager, then again in 1944 shortly before the liberation, and a
third time in September 1976, only a month before his death. He read over a dozen titles by
Larbaud, including his fiction, poetry, critical writing, and translations. In 1936, shortly before
he began his employment as English reader at Gallimard, he read Larbaud’s critical collection on
English literature, Ce vice impuni, la lecture: Domaine anglais (revised in 1936). In this
collection, Larbaud offers his take on a variety of Anglophone authors, including Samuel Butler,
Joseph Conrad, H.G. Wells, Edgar Allen Poe, Walt Whitman, William Faulkner, and James
Joyce. It is safe to assume that Larbaud’s work as a translator was much admired by Queneau, or
at least for his role in the original translation of Joyce’s Ulysse, which had been such a revelation
when Queneau first read it in 1929. In 1921, Queneau also read Larbaud’s contribution to the
selected works of Walt Whitman in French, and also Larbaud’s translations of Samuel Butler’s
Erewhon and Ramon Gomez de la Serna’s Echantillons in 1923. Thus it is no surprise that in
May 1946, the month of its publication by Gallimard, Queneau read Larbaud’s Sous l’invocation
de saint Jérôme. Unlike the Veslot and Banchet manuel, Queneau did not read Larbaud’s book
on translation to assist him with a particular project, as the manuscript for Peter Ibbetson had
been completed for quite some time by May 1946, even if it wasn’t to appear until that August.
Instead, production-wise, this reading falls between the publication of Queneau’s novel Loin de
Rueil in late 1944 and that of Exercices de style, which Gallimard published on 28 April 1947.
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Larbaud’s book is in reality a three-part collection. It begins with a long essay, his ode to
Saint Jerome, patron saint of translators. The second section, most relevant to our purposes, is
comprised of Larbaud’s reflections on the craft of translation. The third section, Technique, is a
wide variety of literary opinions and reminiscences on writing that likely interested Queneau on
another level much of which does not relate to translation. If he had been unfamiliar with the
general history of translation prior to reading Larbaud’s Saint-Jérôme, there is no doubt that he
was well-versed in the history of the craft in France having completed it, as Larbaud’s reflections
span from Cicero to the twentieth century, making many interesting stops along the way. To
complement the two poles of translation that Queneau encountered in Veslot–or perhaps before–
Larbaud also relates and expands upon Cicero’s money-changer metaphor for translation, first
citing Cicero himself, but expanding on the balance-scales admirably to include notions of
rhythm and timing (76-77). He shares metaphors and dictums from a number of the great
translators of Europe’s history. From Saint-Jerome, for example, he shares the simple notion that
the translator’s goal is to “rendre plutôt le sens que les mots des textes” (46). Indeed, Larbaud’s
text is very rich with notions that Queneau may have taken to heart, as we will see him echo the
term “esprit” in later writings on translation much in the same way that Larbaud uses it in his
prayer to Saint-Jérôme: “Docteur excellent, lumière de la sainte Église, bienheureux Jérôme, je
vais entreprendre une tâche pleine de difficultés, et dès à présent, je vous supplie de m’aider par
vos prières, afin que je puisse traduire en français cet ouvrage avec l’esprit même dans lequel il
a été composé” (52). We will later hear an echo from this text: “[…] to translate this text into
French with the same spirit with which it was composed,” writes Larbaud. Queneau later wrote
that “rester fidèle à l’esprit de l’auteur” was his goal in his later translation of Amos Tutuola. 15
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After his 45-page essay on Saint-Jerome, Larbaud offers up a series of twenty-eight short
reflections on translation, in a section entitled, “L’Art et le métier.” These wide-ranging texts are
divided into two parts, “De la traduction,” and “Remarques.” In these sections, Queneau would
have encountered many of the classic notions on literary translation, drawn from centuries of
essays and translator’s introductions. Again, like the Veslot manual, Larbaud sets up two poles
of opposition, ranging from “le mot-à-mot inspide” to “la traduction ornée”:
Quelles sont les obligations du traducteur? Comment, plein comme il doit l’être du
sentiment de sa responsabilité, se montrera-t-il à la hauteur de la très délicate et très noble
tâche qu’il assume? Que devra-t-il faire pour ne pas trahir, et pour éviter, d’une part le mot
à mot insipide et infidèle à force de servile fidélité, et d’autre part la “traduction ornée”?
Bref, quels sont les droits et les devoirs du traducteur? (58)
Not only would this have reinforced for Queneau the idea of two poles in opposition, but coming
from an admired source such as Larbaud instead of the introduction to a student manual, we can
assume that it must have resonated much more strongly. Larbaud does not answer his own
question in a straight-forward manner, however, instead opting to use a pair of textual analyses
to demonstrate his opinions.
This pair of commentaries addresses first Studio su Giacomo Leopardi by Francesco de
Sanctis, which is itself a comparison between two translations of Virgil’s Aeneid by Annibal
Caro (1581) and Giacomo Leopardi (1817). The second example addresses Joseph de Maistre’s
commentary on a French translation of Locke’s An Essay Concerning Human Understanding by
Pierre Coste (1700). There are a series of suggestions that Queneau may have gleaned from these
observations. With regard to Caro’s Virgil, Larbaud speaks of dilution and de-poetization,
suggesting that Caro has replaced ambiguity with explanation, replacing quality with quantity. In
Larbaud’s mind, in Caro’s translation, [Virgil’s] “puissante parole latine, qui dit tant de choses
dans son imprécision, Caro l’analyse, l’explique et la décrit, et lui ôte ainsi tout prestige et toute
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élasticité” (60). Larbaud holds nothing back with this indictment, firmly stating that “C’est ainsi
que cette forme idéale, grosse de pensée, inviolable, a été traduite par ce prosaïque accoucheur,
et n’a produit qu’un avorton” (61). Leopardi, on the other hand, sticks too closely to the source
text for Larbaud’s liking, losing in the process the imagery and the emotion: “cet italien n’est pas
autre chose que la lettre toute nue du texte latin, et il ne fait naître ni ces images, ni ces
harmonies, ni ces sentiments” (63). As to how to solve these opposing problems, Larbaud resorts
to metaphor once again, drawing on other art forms in comparison:
Chaque texte a un son, une couleur, un mouvement, une atmosphère, qui lui sont propres.
En dehors de son sens matériel et littéral, tout morceau de littérature a, comme tout morceau
de musique, un sens moins apparent, et qui seul crée en nous l’impression esthétique voulue
par le poète. Eh bien, c’est ce sens-là qu’il s’agit de rendre, et c’est en cela surtout que
consiste la tâche du traducteur. (65)
Here Queneau would have encountered something of great use, a notion that will play into our
own analyses of his translations. Again, Larbaud speaks of the intentions of the author, but more
importantly, he suggests that beneath a text’s form and sound lie a buried, hidden meaning. This
might best be described as underlying systems of meaning, semantic networks produced by the
correlations of all of the material factors of the text. These cannot be properly maintained if the
translator cannot identify, through critical reading, the factors that make up the systems, which
must be preserved for it to be possible for a reader to access this underlying meaning.
As to the second book Larbaud addresses, the takeaway in this section is a limited
freedom accorded to the translator: not that of the Belles infidèles, evidently, but a freedom to
substitute, to engage with the text as it takes shape in the target language. This permission is
drawn from De Maistre’s own commentary, but altered by Larbaud. De Maistre states that “le
traducteur peut remplacer, dans un texte, et pour des raisons purement esthétiques, un nom
propre par un autre nom propre,” and he allows that a translator may “substituer, pour les mêmes
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raisons, un nom commun à un autre nom commun” (67). However, it is for the third permission
he accords that Larbaud feels the need for a modification: where De Maistre allows that “un
traducteur [peut] supprime[r] entièrement un passage, ‘comme trop et trop évidemment ridicule’”
(67), Larbaud takes recourse to the previous rule, and substitutes the word “inutile” for the word
“ridicule.” He does warn, of course, that these modifications can easily be taken too far,
appending this section with the statement, “Cependant, on nous dira qu’avec ces droits de
substitution et de suppression, on peut aller très loin, et défigurer complètement un texte” (67).
The disfigurement of which he speaks, we might assume, is that of the Belles infidèles, who on
many occasions took their modifications of the text to such lengths that little trace remained of
the source text. Accordingly, if we later find that in certain instances Queneau demonstrates a
tendency to substitute one noun for another for aesthetic reasons, or if he feels that he can cut an
entire passage because it is pointless or unnecessary in the target text, it is from Larbaud that he
may have come to such ideas.
After these fairly concrete suggestions, Larbaud proceeds to delve into the history of
translation in Europe, although mostly as it relates to France. There are several other notions of
interest to be found in these pages, including the aforementioned expansion on Cicero’s balance
metaphor. A second metaphor he employs is that of the body that houses the soul, as if the
essence or spirit of the text is something intangible hidden away within an earthly corporeality:
Ainsi notre métier de traducteurs est un commerce intime et constant avec la Vie, une vie
que nous ne nous contentons pas d’absorber et d’assimiler comme nous le faisons dans la
lecture, mais que nous possédons au point d’attirer hors d’elle-même pour la revêtir peu à
peu, cellule par cellule, d’un nouveau corps qui est l’œuvre de nos mains. (79)
Here, Larbaud conveys positive authority and agency onto the translator, something that is often
missing from other such metaphors, this thanks to his use of verbs such as absorber, assimiler,
and posséder. At the same time, he adds a spiritual or metaphysical element to the process, one
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reminiscent of Walter Benjamin’s pure language in Die Aufgabe des Übersetzers. What is more,
in insisting upon this new body being the “œuvre de nos mains,” he reminds us that the act of
translation does not involve the “bringing across” of a text, or the preservation of an original, but
that it is instead a recreation, an act of rewriting. 16
Another facet of this text that could have been useful to Queneau is the wealth of
information Larbaud provides as to other thinkers of translation. He discusses some himself, and
lists plenty more for possible exploration, many of them lost in the dusty shelfs of antiquarian
books: Gustave Lanson, J. Baillet, Pellisson et Olivet, Hennebert, Justin Bellanger. None of these
names seem to appear in Queneau’s reading lists, which suggests he didn’t feel the need to
pursue it any further at the time. That said, it is very difficult to know what all Queneau may
have encountered as far as thought on translation during his years of voracious reading, as much
of the history of translation, as Larbaud himself notes, is not to be found in monographs or even
essay collections, but rather as paratext to translations themselves in the form of introductions,
afterwords, translator’s notes, even footnotes, scholia, and other marginalia. Indeed, as Larbaud
puts it, the research of translation must lead the avid reader in many directions:
[…] il faut lire non seulement les théoriciens proprement dits, comme Étienne Dolet,
Thomas Sibillet, Jacques Peletier, Joachim du Bellay, Baschet de Méziriac, Pierre-Daniel
Huet, Gaspard de Tende, le Sieur de L’Estang, etc., pour nous arrêter à la fin du XVIIe
siècle, mais aussi les préfaces et les notes de beaucoup de nos traducteurs, qui furent aussi
des théoriciens de la traduction, et en premier lieu celles du prince des traducteurs de notre
siècle d’or, Perrot d’Ablancourt. Joignez que plusieurs écrivains qui n’ont pas traduit ou
du moins qui n’ont pas publié de traductions ont exprimé d’importants avis sur l’art de
traduire: par exemple, pour citer un moderne et un contemporain, Francesco de Sanctis et
Paul Valéry. (92)
Whether or not Queneau chose to pursue further research along the lines prescribed by Larbaud
in 1946, there is no doubt that this work exposed him to an abundance of important theoreticians
of translation. And, while Saint Jerome and Cicero hold places of prominence in Larbaud’s
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cannon, he also pays special attention to English translation thinkers such as A. Fraser Tytler. A
very modern theoretician of translation, in Larbaud’s opinion, Tytler in the late-eighteenth
century already criticized the overt and egregious liberties taken by many of his contemporaries.
According to Larbaud, Tytler believed that quality translation could be defined as:
[…] “une parfaite transfusion du sens de l’original,” de telle sorte que le style de la
traduction soit “du même genre que le style de l’original,” tout en ayant “toute l’aisance
d’une composition originale.” Il ne s’agit déjà plus, comme pour Amyot et pour Perrot
d’Ablancourt, et pour Florio, de donner à la France, à l’Angleterre, un Plutarque, un Tacite
français, un Montaigne anglais: l’idéal, ce sont des traductions qui seraient aussi belles que
celles-là tout en serrant le texte de plus près, et c’est encore notre idéal, bien que nous
ayons perdu quelques illusions quant à la possibilité de l’atteindre sans sacrifier la beauté
à l’exactitude ou l’exactitude à la beauté et que nous demandions avant et par-dessus tout
l’exactitude. (96)
This is quite interesting, as it appears that Queneau either disagreed with Larbaud and Tytler on
how to phrase this goal for translation, or found other beliefs elsewhere over the years after he
read this. Recall that in 1959, in response to the translation association’s survey, he defined a
quality translation by stating that “une traduction de qualité, c’est le texte tel qu’il aurait été écrit
dans la langue B par l’auteur de l’original en langue A.” This is in direct contradiction to what
Larbaud here is putting forward, that the ideal is no longer, since the days of the Belles infidèles,
for the translator to create a text in French as if it had been written in French by Tacitus himself,
or an English translation of Montaigne that appeared to be written as if Montaigne himself had
written in English. Instead, the goal seems to once again be a happy medium, a text that reads
well in the target language without sacrificing any attention to littéralité. In fact, Larbaud
concludes with the suggestion that by 1946, this had already shifted more towards literality
instead of aiming for an even center. At the end of the day, it’s hard to extrapolate any true
intention or methodology from Queneau’s response to the survey, as the metaphors and clichés
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of translation are often used and reused by translators without them always truly reflecting on
what they mean by them.17

5.3 – December 1952: La Traduction est-elle possible?
The third and final translation-related book that we will examine as potentially formative during
Queneau’s years as an active translator is the aforementioned Les Belles infidèles by Georges
Mounin. Often considered the first true book of translation theory published in France, at least in
the modern meaning of the term, Mounin’s book was first published by Cahiers du Sud in 1955,
two years after Queneau’s final literary translation was published. And yet, as noted above, his
reading lists state that he read a Mounin text entitled La Traduction est-elle possible? in
December 1952. Prior to his death in 1993, Mounin indicated to Florence Géhéniau while she
was compiling her catalog of Queneau’s reading lists that this was in fact an earlier draft of Les
Belles infidèles, and that because of Queneau’s editorial work at Gallimard, who had been
publishing books by Mounin since 1946, Queneau had not only read early versions of much of
Mounin’s work, but that the two had become friends. This earlier draft is not available for
examination, and thus I will have to make do with a brief analysis of the final product, Les Belles
infidèles, as published in 1955, with the caveat that it is impossible to be certain what
modifications Mounin may have made between one draft and the next.
While Mounin’s subsequent work on translation, Les Problèmes théoriques de la
traduction (1963), remains a more common find on bookstore shelves, as Gallimard has kept it
in print more consistently, the earlier volume is still considered a groundbreaking classic of
French translation theory. In 1978, Maurice Pergnier looked back on the importance of this work
by Mounin, contrasting it to previous work that largely came out of other domains which
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addressed translation as an afterthought alongside a more literary or linguistic-oriented primary
focus:
[…] pour la première fois, étaient rassemblées en un même ouvrage, en une synthèse
impressionnante, les connaissances élaborées sur les langues les plus diverses, par plusieurs
générations de linguistes, philosophes, anthropologues, de Humboldt à Martinet, de
Bloomfield et Saussure aux écoles linguistiques les plus récentes, en passant par Hjelmslev,
Trier et de nombreux autres. (qtd. in Mounin 7-8)
Queneau notes having read this early draft of Mounin’s work in December 1952, which is an
interesting date in relation to our study, as Queneau began his second draft of his final literary
translation, L’ivrogne dans la brousse, in November of that same year. Depending on how long
that draft took, the reflections on translation offered by Mounin very well could have colored
how he engaged with Tutuola’s text as he produced his second version.
Much as Larbaud had in his Sous l’invocation de Saint-Jérôme, Mounin also provides a
number of classical metaphors for translation and sources for further reading: Cicero is again
present and accounted for, Larbaud’s Sous l’invocation is cited, Chateaubriand and Leconte de
Lisle are held up as exemplary translators and thinkers of translation. The first chapter of
Mounin’s book still bears the name of the earlier draft that Queneau notes reading, “La
Traduction est-elle possible?” Mounin builds his argument by demolishing point by point the
position Joachim Du Bellay takes in his La Deffence et illustration de la langue françoyse
(1549), in which he states that translation is an impossible undertaking. Du Bellay, in his fifth
chapter, maintains that “les traductions ne sont suffisantes pour donner perfection à la langue
françoyse,” and addresses both “des mauvaises traductieurs” and the reasons we should not
translate poetry in his sixth chapter (Mounin 13-14). Before going through the different facets of
language one by one to disprove this, Mounin offers up Antoine de Rivarol as a foil to Du
Bellay; for Rivarol, much as we will see in Berman’s readings of the later German Romantics,
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translation was the means through which the French language could be improved and expanded
upon. The citation Mounin selected from Rivarol integrates quite nicely with what we have seen
of Queneau’s goals for language experimentation: while Rivarol explicitly addresses the craft of
literary translation, many of these notions also overlap with Queneau’s incorporation of multiple
sources into his own literary production:
En effet la langue française ne recevra toute sa perfection qu’en allant chez ses voisins pour
commencer et pour reconnaître ses vraies richesses; en fouissant dans l’antiquité à qui elle
doit son premier levain et en cherchant les limites qui la séparent des autres langues. La
traduction seule lui rendra de tels services. Un idiome étranger, proposant toujours des
tours de force à un habile traducteur, le tâte pour ainsi dire en tous sens; bientôt il sait tout
ce que peut ou ne peut pas sa langue; il épuise ses ressources, mais il augmente ses forces,
surtout lorsqu’il traduite des ouvrages d’imagination, que secouent les entraves de la
construction grammaticale, et donnent des ailes au langage […] Notre langue n’étant qu’un
métal d’alliage, il faut la dompter par le travail, afin d’incorporer ses divers éléments. (23)
A contemporary of German Romantics such as Goethe, who Berman would later rely on in his
own theorizations of translation, Rivarol must be seen as a very early proponent of “modern”
post-Belles infidèles translation in France. As Queneau felt the French novel and the literary
language with which it was written in his day to have reached its full potential and to thus be
limited for further exploration, this notion of drawing from outside to augmenter les forces and
to donner des ailes au langage thanks to contact between French and other tongues is very
complimentary to the critical work Queneau was publishing in the 1930s and 1940s, as well as to
the particular form of literary experimentation that he began with Le Chiendent in 1933, which
would continue until at least Zazie dans le métro in 1959.
Like Larbaud before him, but by means of a more scientifically-inspired theoretical text
instead of simple reminiscences, Mounin also offers up an opposition of two poles. Here, we can
again see the influence of Schleiermacher, which lends further credence to the idea that whether
or not Queneau ever read the German, he had read at least three separate works on translation
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that drew heavily on this Romantic-era oppositional polarity. Mounin too leans somewhat
towards the littéral without explicitly taking a stance for one pole or the other; however, in the
manner in which he responds to Du Bellay’s arguments against translation, from one facet of
language to the next across the linguistic partitions of the study of language–offering separate
commentary on semantics, morphology, phonetics, and stylistics–he shows how the flexibility of
language allows the translator to work towards a “literality” that has nothing to do with a wordfor-word system, but that instead strives to recreate as many of the disparate systems of language
as possible at a given time. While this often leads a translator to stray from cognates or syntax
patterns, since different systems of language insist upon this, it provides a literality in that it
works to preserve form as well as meaning instead of choosing one over the other.
In addressing syntax, Mounin takes a rather contemporary stance by disagreeing with the
historically-based idea that French must strive to recreate the syntax employed in the day of its
great classic writers, stating that linguistically this is not accurate, and suggesting that
contemporary French is more than capable of engaging with deviations of structure drawn from
other languages because of its innate flexibility:
[…] ce classement vieillot doit être absolument considéré comme périmé, parce qu’il ne
correspond pas à l’observation scientifique des faits linguistiques: il suffit de considérer le
français, qu’on classe dans les langues à ordre fixe, pour vérifier que la construction
française, en pratique, offre une extraordinaire souplesse et qu’on peut y modifier l’ordre
des mots prétendument fixe de mille manières inattendues. (35)
While this opinion from the French linguist surely sat well with Queneau and his program of
stylistic experimentation, it must have seemed doubly positive to Queneau that in discussions of
this nature, Mounin repeatedly turns to Le Langage by Vendryes, even going as far as to make
use of some of the same citations that Queneau had employed in his critical writing on néofrançais. For example, Vendryes’s reference to the Chinook language is repeated here, almost
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verbatim to the citation Queneau had employed in “Connaissez-vous le Chinook?,” a text which
originally appeared in Les Lettres françaises in May 1946 and was reprinted in Bâtons, chiffres
et lettres in 1950. Queneau must have found some validation in the fact that the linguist Mounin,
his junior by a few years, was defending his opinion with many of the same passages, even
including the same example of français parlé-écrit syntax that Queneau made use of in his own
essay, “Il l’a-t-il jamais attrapé, le gendarme, son voleur?” (Mounin 36; Queneau, BCL 55).
Mounin, as had others before him, resorts to metaphor in his breakdown of these poles of
translation, but expands on this to include three different degrees for each pole, presenting more
of a continuum than a true opposition. Instead of a balance scales or poles, for Mounin the
metaphor is a glass vessel, which he has borrowed from Nikolai Gogol. Where Larbaud speaks
in religious terms of essence or esprit, Mounin tends to refer to stylistic approaches with a
metaphor related to the sense of smell – the odor of this century, etc. Structurally, he breaks the
options at a translator’s disposal into two schools of thought, but then further breaks down each
pole to show some variety along the continuum. He begins here:
Il résulte de tout ceci qu’il existe plusieurs types de traduction, légitimes selon les textes.
Et tout d’abord, apparaissent deux grandes classes principales:
Ou bien traduire de telle sorte que le texte, littéralement francisé, sans une étrangeté
de langue, ait toujours l’air d’avoir été directement pensé puis rédigé en français, c’est-àdire, en quelque sorte, réaliser l’ambition des “belles infidèles” sans l’infidélité: première
classe de traductions.
Ou bien traduire mot à mot de façon que le lecteur, ligne après ligne, ait toujours
l’impression dépaysante de lire le texte dans les formes originales (sémantiques,
morphologiques, stylistiques) (de la langue étrangère, de façon que le lecteur n’oublie
jamais un seul instant qu’il est en train de lire en français tel texte qui a d’abord été pensé
puis écrit dans telle ou telle langue étrangère: deuxième classe de traductions. (74)
This opposition is where Mounin deviates from the somewhat simplistic dichotomy offered by
Veslot and Banchet, in that he shifts one of the poles in the opposition to completely disregard
the extremely liberal approach of the Belles infidèles; to Mounin, this is not truly translation but
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pastiche, a text that should be labeled “after so and so” instead of “translation.” Instead, he
positions this pole much closer to what we see in contemporary translation in our day: the text
will be domesticated to a certain point to allow for a reading experience that falls within typical
editorial and publishing guidelines and reader expectations without pushing the envelope as far
experimentally, and yet it avoids the infidelity that those generations of French translators had
abused to the point of causing a flagrant disconnect between source and target texts. His second
pole is interesting in that he still equates a word-for-word translation with an attempt to truly
engage with the foreign qualities of the source text, despite the fact that he must know, as a
translator, that the innate incompatibility between different languages must prevent this from
ever being a truly effective translation method. As theorists such as Berman and Venuti would
later argue, a translator can engage with the foreign quality of the source text without remaining
so close to it that the resulting translation is unreadable. This is a question of being faithful to
forms and systems instead of to words or syntax.
Mounin’s glass vessel metaphor functions on the notion of opacity. The goal in the first
instance is a translation where the glass vessel containing the essence of the text is so transparent
that a reader cannot even tell that there is a pane of glass between him and the source text. The
second version involves a vessel made of colored glass, where the source essence remains
completely visible, but is colored by the filter lying between reader and text. Each of these poles
is further broken down into three different degrees, each having to do with Mounin’s notion of
odor. For instance, one degree of this transparent glass involves bringing an ancient text across
into an unmarked modern French, thus leaving the content visible, but removing any hint of the
odor of that previous diachronic state of language. Mounin gives examples in each class where
the desired effect is or is not reached, but allows that in mid-twentieth century French, this
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domesticated transparent glass approach is most common, where the particularities of the foreign
source text are smoothed away and the odor particular to time and place are not preserved:
Un premier registre peut être constitué par la traduction des œuvres sans la coloration
linguistique propre à leur langue d’origine. C’est presque toujours le cas pour les
traductions d’œuvres contemporaines, et d’œuvres où cette coloration propre à la langue
traduite semble n’être pas essentielle à l’effet du texte. Le problème est alors de trouver
pour chaque mot, chaque expression, pour chaque tournure et pour chaque effet phonétique
ou musical ou stylistique réel, les équivalents français les plus naturellement usités. (75)
In his commentary on this mode of translation, we again see a pre-echo to Queneau’s later
response that a quality translation is to be effectuated as if the text had been somehow written in
the target language by the source-language author. Depending on whether the translator chose to
bring along the odor particular to time and place, Mounin makes use of similar lines that
resonate much as Queneau’s statement would in 1959: “on pourrait croire qu’on lit un grand
poète français…” in one transparent translation, or in another with a more nineteenth-century
odor, the translator offers up a text “qu’on pourrait prendre pour Rimbaud sur ce point” (78). As
much of Mounin’s subdivisions of these two poles deal with anachronism and the translation of
the great classics, and considering that Queneau’s work in literary translation remained within
the realm of contemporary Anglophone literature, we have little need to delve any further into
the different subdivisions he offers in his systematic and metaphorical breakdown.

6 – After the Fact: A Continued Interest in Translation
If these three titles represent all of Queneau’s translation theory-specific reading prior to the
publication of his final literary translation in 1953, this is not to say that once he stopped
publishing literary translations, he lost all interest in the subject. With the arrival of linguisticsbased translation in theory in France in the mid-50s, as we might expect knowing his proclivity
for language-related thinking, he continued to follow the emerging discipline and read works on
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translation theory as well as critical works on translations well into the 1960s. For example, in
1955, he read translator, co-founder of the Société Française des Traducteurs, and co-founder of
the translation review Babel Edmond Cary’s La Traduction dans le monde moderne; in 1959, he
read La machine à traduire, an early text on computer translation by Émile Delavenay, who
founded the ATALA (Association pour la traduction automatique et la linguistique appliquée)
that same year. He again read Mounin’s work prior to its publication through his role at
Gallimard, reading the follow-up to Les Belles infidèles, Les problèmes théoriques de la
traduction in April 1961, over two years before its publication in November 1963. Alongside
these translation-related titles on his reading lists in the decade that follows his final translation
are also many titles of contemporary linguistics, including work by André Martinet, Vendryes,
Lydia Hirschberg, and Edward Sapir, as well as further early investigations into cybernetic
machine learning and language, such as that penned by his colleague in the recently-founded
Oulipo, François Le Lionnais’ L’imitation de la pensée créatrice par les machines (1957).
Further to this, the late 1950s and early 1960s saw Queneau take a further interest in
translations of his own work into languages other than French; by this time, he was sporadically
corresponding with Barbara Wright, his primary English translator. And, in the spring of 1958,
he read Julian McLaren-Ross’s translation of Pierrot mon ami (although his reading lists
mistakenly attribute this to a John Hewitt), as well as Teo Savory’s The Art of Translation
(published under the name Theodore H. Savory; Teo Savory went on to publish several books of
Queneau translations in the 1970s). As attested by the Barbara Wright papers at the Lilly Library
in Bloomington, Indiana, and correspondence with his German translator Ludwig Harig,
Queneau was forthcoming if slightly playful with his translators, but he was open to answering
most of their questions in a friendly and knowledgeable way.
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Finally, I must point out that after his final literary translation was published in 1953, this
did not signal a true end to his active connection to translation. By the early 1950s, he had begun
to supplement his writing and publishing income with work for the film industry, adapting
dialogue and scripts for French-language filmmakers such as René Clément and Luis Buñuel.
His role in this industry also involved translation; he was responsible for translating dialogues for
a number of films during that decade. This included translations for films by Federico Fellini (La
Strada, 1955), Ingmar Bergman (Sourires d’une nuit d’été, 1956), Nicholas Ray (Amère
Victoire, 1957), and Billy Wilder (Certains l’aiment chaud, 1959). This, however, will have to
remain a separate investigation for another day. Let us instead take what we have seen about
Raymond Queneau’s connections to and conceptualization of literary translation, and supplement
them with an analysis and recontextualization of the literary translations he produced between
1934 and 1953.

NOTES
1

See Chapter 2, Section 5.3.
See “Girolamo Cardano – Italian Physician and Mathematician,” Encyclopedia Britannica, online edition, accessed
4 July 2019. https://www.britannica.com/biography/Girolamo-Cardano
3
For more on this translation, see Cappello, Chapter V, 105-54.
4
Italo Calvino became a full member of the Oulipo in 1973.
5
As I will later explain, Queneau’s translation of Peter Ibbetson was not published until August 1946, but the
translation itself was effectuated around 1941-1942. See Chapter 4, Section 7.
6
Duhamel translated Whitfield’s Green Ice as Les Émeraudes sanglantes, and later re-incorporated it into his Série
Noire retitled as Vivement mes pantouffes in 1949 (volume 46 of the Série).
7
Another friend of Queneau’s, also first encountered in 1928, according to Queneau’s list in the Journaux. Morise
was associated with the Surrealists in the late 1920s, and was one of three authors of the Cadavre exquis sans titre
2
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along with André Breton and Marcel Noll. Morise also co-translated, with Marcel Duhamel, John Steinbeck’s The
Long Valley (1938), which was published as La grande vallée by Gallimard in 1946.
8
See this chapter, Section 4.1.
9
Arnoldo Mondadori, head of the Mondadori publishing house, which is today Arnoldo Mondadori Editore, the
largest publisher in Italy. While many of the Italian translations of Queneau’s novels were published in Italy by
Einaudi, especially during Italo Calvino’s tenure, Mondadori was responsible for publishing Un duro inverno (Un
rude hiver) in 1947, as well as a reprint edition of Zazie nel metro (Zazie dans le métro) in the mid-1960s.
10
For example, in the summer of 1939, his journals demonstrate his excitement at the prospect of finally breaking
through as an author: “[Hirsch] espère qu’avec Un rude hiver, on va “démarrer” Queneau. À deux doigts que les
selections Lardanchet choisissent ce roman…” (Journaux 357). This is followed by formal possibilities as to what to
write next, including “un roman simplement roman. Peut-être “picaresque,” “à tiroirs,” etc. (Journaux 358). (Un
rude hiver was to appear in the N.R.F., which would have been a prodigious step forward for the young author
(Journaux 362). However, after being mobilized at the outset of the war, his journals demonstrate his frustration that
this progress has been interrupted: “Lorsque je me vois dans une chambrée de caserne, foutredieu je n’en reviens
pas. Je ne suis pas démoralisé mais tout de même je pense que tout ça arrive: 1. au moment où la NRF va publier un
r.h. et par conséquent si la guerre est déclarée, au moment où elle ne va pas le publier,” etc. (Journaux 371). While
the bulk of Queneau’s detailed commentary on method is to be found in his essays, the presence of his own writing
in the Journaux far outstrips that of his work in translation.
11
Akbar Del Piombo was the pen name of one Norman Rubington, who wrote chiefly erotic novels for Maurice
Girodias’s Olympia Press. Eric Kahane was Girodias’s younger brother, the second son of Jack Kahane, publisher of
Obelisk Press. Erik Kahane was responsible for the translation of a number of risqué novels during this period,
including The Story of O, and Queneau’s Zazie dans le métro. He also translated from English to French, most
notably Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita and the works of British playwright Harold Pinter.
12
While Lécureur hinted at a romantic liaison between the two in his 2002 biography of Queneau, further
information has since come to light, as the Centre for Iris Murdoch Studies at Kingston University, London,
acquired a collection of her letters in 2010 that includes 164 letters to Queneau. A portion of these were published in
Granta 111. According to her biographer Peter Conradi, “the relationship with Queneau was never physical, with the
pair only meeting face to face a few times. “It was as a mentor that she chiefly valued him,” he said (Flood 1). There
can be no doubt of Murdoch’s love for Queneau, however, when her letters include passages such as the following:
“Listen – I love you in the most absolute sense possible. I would do anything for you, be anything you wished me,
come to you at any time or place if you wished it even for a moment. I should like to state this categorically since
the moment for repeating it may not recur soon. If I thought I stood the faintest chance, vis à vis de toi, I would fight
and struggle savagely. As it is–there are not only the barriers between us of marriage, language, la Manche and
doubtless others–there is also the fact that you don’t need me in the way in which I need you–which is proved by the
amount of time you are prepared to devote to me while I am in Paris” (Murdoch 1).
13
Mr. Braffort informed me that not only was he elected twice, due to the amount of wine consumed the first time,
but that he was also erroneously elected as a foreign correspondent for Belgium, as he was working there at the time.
This despite the fact that he was French, and had known Queneau since they first met in Paris around the time of the
Liberation of Paris in 1944.
14
It is worth noting the authors Queneau enumerates in this reply, as these particular choices likely suggest a disdain
on his part for the questionnaire itself. While this response is interesting on a theoretical level, this detail must bring
into question the validity of the other replies as well, as facetiousness is highly possible.
15
See Chapter 4, Section 8.2.
16
For more on this, see Chapter Five, Section 1.
17
For more on this concept, see Lawrence Venuti’s Contra Instrumentalism: A Translation Polemic, University of
Nebraska Press, 2019.
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CHAPTER FOUR – QUENEAU’S TRANSLATIONS:
HORIZON, PROJECT, AND WELCOMING THE OTHER
Introduction: In Search of a Translator’s Voice
In order to best learn from Queneau’s literary translations, we have to ask ourselves what is
interesting about the fact that he was a translator as well as being a writer. In Chapter One, we
traced his history of language acquisition, and saw how the development of these skills, coupled
with his readings in linguistics, allowed him to formulate a plan of experimentation through
which he hoped to expand the French predominantly in use in literary fiction at the time. It was
largely through his acquisition of languages other than French that he was able to pursue his
intention of expanding literary French through the incorporation of new elements, either foreign
or drawn from outside the domain generally considered literary.
Literary translation overlaps with Queneau’s writerly ambitions in several ways. Yes, it is
an act of creation and an act of writing. But more pursuant to our current line of inquiry is the
fact that, as Antoine Berman has argued, to a degree greater than the creative act of literary
writing, literary translation is the predominant means through which a given language
incorporates new elements. This expansion takes place through the translator’s act of engaging
with the foreign. For Berman, this is above all else the goal of translation, which is a
transmission not only of meaning, but of something more:
La visée même de la traduction–ouvrir au niveau de l’écrit un certain rapport à l’Autre,
féconder le Propre par la médiation de l’Étranger–heurte de front la structure
ethnocentrique de toute culture, ou cette espèce de narcissisme qui fait que toute société
voudrait être un Tout pur et non mélangé. (L’épreuve 16)
As he explains, all cultures are in their very nature resistant to translation. They are rightfully
proud of their linguistic singularity and see it as a heritage, a legacy. However, he believes that
within the ambiguous space occupied by translation, it can be an agent of appropriation, which
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results in what he qualifies as ethnocentric translation. However, “[…] la visée éthique du
traduire s’oppose par nature à cette injonction: l’essence de la traduction est d’être ouverture,
dialogue, métissage, décentrement. Elle est mise en rapport, ou elle n’est rien” (Berman,
L’épreuve 16). It is through this journey away and back again, as described in Goethe’s concept
of the Bildung, that the expansion of a language is able to take place.
This is not a new concept. In fact, as Berman shows in L’épreuve de l’étranger, it is
centuries old. He draws his contemporary theorizations from German Romantic thinkers who
themselves were extremely modern in their theorization of translation, especially when compared
to their French counterparts at the time. While for Berman, the peak of this school of translation
came with Friedrich Hölderlin, the most relevant thinker for our purposes is theologian and
philosopher Friedrich Schleiermacher, with whom many interested in translation studies are quite
familiar: one of the first concepts a student of translation studies is taught is still that of Friedrich
Schleiermacher’s “two poles” of translation. For Schleiermacher, “Ou bien le traducteur laisse le
plus possible l’écrivain en repos, et fait se mouvoir vers lui le lecteur; ou bien il laisse le lecteur
le plus possible en repos, et fait se mouvoir vers lui l’écrivain” (Schleiermacher, qtd. in Berman,
L’épreuve 235). However popular this opposition has grown to be over time, for Schleiermacher,
these two opposite poles were not truly two possibilities, but instead a form for his argument. In
his mind, only one of the methods he exposed was valid. Berman explains:
Schleiermacher consacre le reste de sa conférence à analyser les deux méthodes et à
consacrer la première, en examinant ses conditions et son sens, puis en montrant l’absurdité
foncière de la seconde. Car celle-ci pourrait se formuler ainsi: “On doit traduire un auteur
comme il aurait lui-même écrit en allemand.” Bref, la systématique de Schleiermacher tend
à montrer qu’il y a une traduction authentique et une traduction inauthentique, tout comme
il y a une compréhension et une communication inauthentiques. (L’épreuve 235-36)
For Schleiermacher, then, only one method was “authentic,” in that only one appropriately
engaged with the Other. In being open to alterity, to dialogue and métissage, and in hospitably
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welcoming the “étranger,” the translator is acting in accordance with the goal of translation, and
is doing so ethically. Berman explains why, for Schleiermacher, the other method is inauthentic:
La traduction qui s’efforce de donner à son lecteur un texte tel que l’auteur étranger l’aurait
écrit s’il avait été “allemand” est inauthentique, parce qu’elle nie le rapport profond qui lie
cet auteur à sa langue propre. C’est comme si, déclare Schleiermacher, on tenait la
paternité comme nulle: “Oui, que répondra-t-on, si un traducteur dit au lecteur: je t’apporte
le livre comme cet homme l’aurait écrit en allemand, et que le lecteur lui répond: […] c’est
comme si tu m’apportais le portrait de cet homme tel qu’il aurait été si sa mère l’avait
conçu avec un autre père? Car si l’esprit de l’auteur est la mère des œuvres qui
appartiennent […] à la science et à l’art, la langue natale est leur père.” (L’épreuve 236)
The first thing to note is that Schleiermacher’s characterization of inauthentic translation is
nearly identical in formulation to the phrase Queneau used to describe what, for him, made a
“quality translation.”1 As we saw last chapter, in 1959, he responded to a survey by saying, “Une
traduction de qualité, c’est le texte tel qu’il aurait été écrit dans la langue B par l’auteur de
l’original en langue A” (Cary 99). The German’s point of view is nearly identical, but takes a
position diametrically opposite to Queneau’s: “La traduction qui s’efforce de donner à son
lecteur un texte tel que l’auteur étranger l’aurait écrit s’il avait été ‘allemand’ est inauthentique.”
Accordingly, if Queneau did in fact translate the way he suggests in his response to the
survey, the act of expanding the language would not be accomplished through his act of
translation. And yet Schleiermacher’s poles have over time come to be seen as a depiction of
extremes, whereas an act of literary translation tends to occupy a position on a continuum that
ranges between the two. Where on the spectrum the translation falls depends on the translator,
the circumstances of publication, the target readership, and the goals of the given project. Also,
in analyzing Queneau’s statement, we must be aware of the fact that many translators learn such
platitudes and expressions by rote, and do not always take the time to reflect on what they mean;
this could be the case with Queneau, and is part of the interest in examining how he worked in
comparison to how he spoke of the practice. In discussing his translations, we must weigh his
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willingness to engage with the étrangeté of his source text, because as we have seen, one of
Queneau’s primary literary goals was exactly to expand French literary language. I have shown
examples of his creative use of a wide variety of sources in his own writing, and will explore
further examples in the chapters to come, but first, I will seek to establish to what extent he did
engage with such possibilities in his literary translations. If, as Berman would have it, the
principal way to effectuate this linguistic expansion comes through the act of translation, then for
Queneau to not engage with the foreign in his translations would indicate a need to reassess this
notion and how it applies to his work.
I must also note the existence of other nomenclature we may substitute for
Schleiermacher’s notion of inauthentic translation, a qualifier which carries in its very
formulation the subjective judgment of his decision to accept only one of these two modes of
translation. For Lawrence Venuti, this act of bringing the text to the reader is a domesticating
translation. And for Berman, it is an ethnocentric translation. In fact, in discussing
Schleiermacher’s two poles, Venuti uses both of these terms so as to express their synonymy:
Schleiermacher allowed the translator to choose between a domesticating method, an
ethnocentric reduction of the foreign text to target-language cultural values, bringing the
author back home, and a foreignizing method, an ethnodeviant pressure on those values to
register the linguistic and cultural difference of the foreign text, sending the reader abroad.
(Invisibility 20)
Depending on the context and focus, both terms will be used in the analyses to follow, although
to more accurately describe what I encounter in these translations, I will avoid the aesthetic
judgment implied by the use of Schleiermacher’s more critical terms authentic and inauthentic.
Whichever terminology we use to describe it, productively engaging with the Other in
translation is not a simple task. Limits and thresholds must be set. As such, there are certain other
facets that this theorization requires us to explore in these translations. First of all, it must be
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specified that the concept of étrangeté does not refer only to the fact that the source text is
culturally and linguistically foreign, but also to the notion that every literary text cultivates a
degree of foreignness, even within its own language and national literature. In French, the root
étrange is used to describe the foreign, the unfamiliar, and also the strange; a writer’s manner of
writing possesses a strangeness even within his or her native language. This is what sets one
author’s writing apart from another’s within a given literary and cultural sphere. For José Ortega
y Gasset, this is best described in relation to what we truly address when we speak of “style”:
“An author’s personal style […] is produced by his slight deviation from the habitual meaning of
the word. The author forces it into extraordinary usage so that the circle of objects it designates
will not coincide exactly with the circle of objects which that same word customarily means in
its habitual use. The general trend of these deviations in a writer is what we call his style” (96).
Whereas Ortega y Gasset’s example focuses on lexicon, we can expand this to encompass all the
many traits that make up style, including syntax, sonority, form, etc. Each distinctiveness of an
author’s writing introduces an element of foreignness into a generalized standard, deforming it
and bringing violence against accepted norms. And these systems of signification within an
author’s maternal language form systems that must be identified and recreated in a target text.
Behind the ideal translator is a critic and a philologist. Whether it is seen as conscious
critical analysis or as critical intuition, every translation project implicates an act of criticism,
and every successful translation implicates numerous philological decisions. A large part of a
successful translation project hinges on the translator’s ability to discern and compensate for
these systems of foreignness. As Berman puts it, “[…] tout texte à traduire présente une
systémacité propre que le mouvement de la traduction rencontre, affronte et révèle” (L’épreuve
20). However, this critical act is not a prescriptive criticism, nor is it an aesthetic judgment such
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as that written by the contemporary critic. Instead, this is a hermeneutic, interpretive criticism
based on bringing these systems of foreignness and difference to light:
Critiquer une œuvre, ce n’est plus énoncer une série de jugements dessus à partir de règles
esthétiques ou de la sensibilité, dans le but d’informer ou d’éclairer le public. C’est, comme
l’énonçait Novalis dans son fragment sur la traduction mythique, dégager la pure Idée de
cette œuvre, son “caractère pur et achevé,” c’est accomplir cet acte de “mimique
spirituelle” qui est le fondement de toute compréhension de l’œuvre littéraire. (Berman,
L’épreuve 195)
In a roundabout way, this “pure Idea” contained within the work, or its “caractère pur et achevé,”
as Novalis has it, will be addressed by Queneau in one of his translator’s notes with the term
“esprit,” the spirit of the work. However we choose to describe this essence, leaning towards the
metaphysical, the ethnological, the linguistic, or the structuralist, it still relates to a whole made
up of interacting systems and differences. In examining Queneau’s translations, we will attempt
to determine what he felt these elements to be, and how he positioned himself along this gradient
approach to the Other.
How, then, is the translator to accurately engage with this étrangeté, and to avoid the
assimilating practice of ethnocentric domestication? According to Berman, the sole method that
satisfies these criteria is that of “literality” (la traduction littérale). This theorization of
translation is often misconstrued, as many readers of Berman (and later Venuti) have read it to
suggest that the only true method of translation is word-to-word translation or something that
mimics this approach. This is not the initial intention behind it, although it has also come to
mean this in very particular contexts. Berman and similar-minded theorists are quite aware that
in most cases, traduction mot-à-mot is a losing proposition, as they are equally aware of the
differences between languages and the sort of unwieldy and often indecipherable texts this can
produce. He does not argue here for word-to-word translation. Instead, he speaks of traduction
littérale, where the Romantics spoke of fidelity, and it is likely his usage of littérale that is at the
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root of this misunderstanding. The first definition of littéral proposed by the Trésor de la langue
française highlights this confusion: “Qui est conforme à la lettre, au mot à mot du texte.” For
Berman, however, the difference lies between à la lettre and au mot-a-mot, for these are not one
and the same. In the introduction to La Traduction et la lettre, ou l’auberge du lointain, he
explained that in his seminar, “l’expression ‘traduction littérale’ a donné lieu à de persistants
malentendus, surtout chez ceux des auditeurs qui étaient des traducteurs ‘professionnels.’ […]
Pour ces traducteurs, traduire littéralement, c’est traduire ‘mot-à-mot.’ […] En d’autres termes, il
y a confusion ici entre le “mot” et la “lettre” (13). Rather than word-to-word, he argues for
“travail sur la lettre”: not a reproduction based on a supposed equivalency, but one that results
from paying close attention to the interplay between signifiers (14). As he goes on to explain,
traduction littérale is based on a rejection of dynamic equivalence,
car chercher des équivalents, ce n’est pas seulement poser un sens invariant, une idéalité
qui s’exprimerait […] de langue en langue. C’est refuser d’introduire dans la langue
traduisante l’étrangeté [de] l’original […], c’est refuser de faire de la langue traduisante
“l’auberge du lointain,” c’est, pour nous, franciser. Pour le traducteur formé à cette école,
la traduction est une transmission de sens qui, en même temps, est tenue de rendre ce sens
plus clair, de le nettoyer des obscurités inhérentes à l’étrangeté de la langue étrangère.
(L’auberge 15)
It is through this act of “nettoyage,” this natural and compulsive desire to clean up, to smooth, to
homogenize, and, as Venuti puts it, “to satisfy different tastes from those that motivated its
composition and reception in its native culture” (Scandals 11), that this notion of dynamic
equivalence operates, and in doing so, limits any potential expansion of literary language by
maintaining a literary status quo that was precisely what Queneau was trying to surpass.
As I have stated from the outset of this project, it is not my intention to pass judgment on
the accuracy or “faithfulness” of Queneau’s translations. Far too often translations are evaluated
on the basis of simple errors, which are unfortunate but inevitable. 2 Instead, I have prioritized
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evidence of the decisions made by the translator, and in particular, how these choices can be
related to what we have seen of his larger approach to literature. By other criteria, such decisions
can be seen negatively or positively, or in a neutral light; instead, what interests me is what these
decisions can tell us about Queneau’s approach to literary translation, and, by extension, what
they show about the place of translation – both literary and in a broader sense – in his work. By
questioning whether his decisions show an engagement or lack thereof when it comes to
addressing the systems of étrangeté particular to a text, from the smallest to the allencompassing, we can get a better idea of how far he was able to push his desire for linguistic
expansion within the act of literary translation itself. There is no single fail-safe methodology for
translation. Berman does not prescriptively state how to produce the non-ethnocentric translation
he seeks, but instead formulates a generalized descriptive theory that highlights certain
tendencies which lead to deformation and ethnocentrism in the target text:
Le système de déformation peut être défini […] par des tendances comme la rationalisation,
l’éclaircissement [la clarification], l’allongement, l’appauvrissement qualitatif,
l’appauvrissement quantitatif, l’homogénéisation, la destruction des rythmes, la
destruction des réseaux signifiants sous-jacents, la destruction des systématismes d’un
texte, la destruction des termes vernaculaires ou leur exotisation, l’effacement des
superpositions de langues, le fonctionnement d’horizons littéraires inadéquats. (L’épreuve
297)
To this list of twelve possible types of deformations formulated in an article in 1982, he added
two more in 1985, l’ennoblissement and la destruction des locutions (L’auberge 57, 65).
If Queneau managed to employ literary translation as an extension of his aim to expand
the possibilities of a literary French that he found stagnant and petrified, he would have done so
by hospitably engaging with the étrangeté of his various source texts, each in the manner
dictated by their own particular web of systematized differences. In my analysis of his
translations, I will seek out his engagement with this étrangeté, with the aim of determining to
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what extent his decisions exhibit an attempt to expand his literary language by way of embracing
the foreign. Drawing once again from Berman’s outline for the evaluation of translations, I will
look to the project: to the intended goals of each translation, as defined by what Queneau said
about it, or, in cases where this is no commentary whatsoever, by what we have already seen of
his position as a writer and translator. By contextualizing each project in relation to his more
widely-discussed literary intentions, his cultural interests, and career choices, we can better
position these translations on his literary trajectory. What drew him to these projects? How do
they fit with what we already know about him, and with other projects he was exploring in the
same era? Prior to analyzing his translations, I will provide this larger context, which can help
me to better approach the translations themselves, but can also aid in the reconstruction of a
more complete career overview for this figure who was not an author, then a translator, then an
author again, but, at least from 1934 to 1953, an author-translator.
1 – 1934: Le Mystère du train d’or by Edgar Wallace, translated by Jean Raymond
The earliest published literary translation attributed to Queneau is the co-translation he produced
with his wife Janine, published as Le Mystère du train d’or by Hachette in mid-1934 under the
joint pseudonym “Jean Raymond.” The fact that this is a co-translation already muddies the
waters, rendering it in this case impossible to determine which work and which decisions were
those of which co-translator. What is more, further information indicates there may be even less
reason to analyze this translation, as there are clear suggestions that the project was almost
entirely Janine’s. First of all, Lécureur ascribes the genesis of the project to Frank Dobo, in the
following revealing note:
Dans [le domaine de la littérature anglo-américain], [Queneau] reçut l’aide de Frank Dobo,
qui avait présenté Le Chiendent aux lecteurs des éditions Gallimard. Depuis lors, [Dobo]
était devenu intime des Queneau, au point de tomber amoureux de Janine. […] Faisant
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contre mauvaise fortune bon cœur, il lui accorda son amitié, surtout à partir du moment où
il apprit qu’elle attendait un enfant. […] Quoi qu’il en fût Frank Dobo, employé de
l’Agence internationale littéraire de Paul Winkler, proposa à Janine de traduire Kate plus
ten, d’Edgar Wallace. Janine commença, mais elle ne put aller jusqu’au bout, à cause de sa
grossesse. Raymond Queneau termina donc et le volume, intitulé Le Mystère du train d’or,
parut sous le nom de Jean Raymond. Cependant, c’est à Janine, et à elle seule, que Dobo
adressa, le 1er février 1934, un chèque, en règlement des honoraires… (198)
If Lécureur’s timeline is accurate, and Dobo proposed the translation to Janine after learning that
she was pregnant, we can assume that the project was undertaken sometime after July 1933: her
son, Jean-Marie Queneau, was born 21 March 1934. During the latter half of 1933, Raymond
was busy with work of his own; the proofs for Le Chiendent were sent to him by Gallimard in
August, while he and Janine were on vacation, during which time Queneau “écrivait le ‘Journal
d’une petrification,’ bientôt Gueule de Pierre,” which was released 20 September 1934 (A.-M.
Queneau 74-76). And if, as Lécureur states, Raymond took over the translation once her
pregnancy reached such a stage that she could no longer continue work, it would have most
likely been during the third trimester, some point in December 1933 or January 1934. Since
Dobo points out that Janine was paid for the work on the 1 st of February—the book was
published 3 June 1934—we can conclude that Raymond took over for a period of a month or six
weeks, enough to finish the end and clean up the manuscript before submitting it to Hachette.
This hypothesis is supported by Anne-Isabelle Queneau, Raymond’s daughter-in-law,
who, in La Pléiade’s Album Queneau, writes: “Janine, qui avait accepté d’assurer la traduction
du Mystère du train d’or d’Edgar Wallace, mit largement son mari à contribution pour la
terminer, le couple signant sous le pseudonyme de Jean Raymond” (80). This supports the theory
that Raymond did no more than complete a translation largely executed by his wife Janine.
While a close reading might reveal something about his work as a translator if we were able to
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examine his corrections to Janine’s manuscript, since no drafts of this project have been
preserved, there is little point in further investigation.
If there is one element in this project that ties this family translation of Edgar Wallace’s
novel to Queneau’s own work, it is the fact that despite the author being English, the novel is set
on the west coast of Ireland. With the action taking place in County Galway near the mountains
of Connemara, his close reading of Kate Plus Ten would have added a layer of geographical and
cultural information to the knowledge of Ireland he had gleaned from his foray into James Joyce
and John Synge in the 1920s and early 1930s. As we will see, he would later make use of this
multi-sourced fictional Ireland in the composition of his own texts.
2 – 1936: Vingt ans de jeunesse by Maurice O’Sullivan
Queneau returned to his fictional Ireland two years later with the publication of the first book
crediting him as sole translator: Vingt ans de jeunesse (1936), whose title page specifies,
“Traduit de l’anglais par Raymond Queneau.” The first important thing to note is that this was a
relay translation of a memoir originally published in Irish Gaelic as Fiċe blian ag fás by Muiris
Ó Súileabáin (transliterated as Maurice O’Sullivan) in 1933, by Clóluċt an Talbóidig in Baile
Áta Cliat (Dublin). The same year, an English translation was published by Chatto & Windus
(London) and Viking Press (New York). This English translation of O’Sullivan’s book by Moya
Llewelyn Davies & George Thomson was the source text used for the French translation.
Queneau first read the Llewelyn Davies & Thomson translation in December 1933, two months
after the release of his first novel Le Chiendent. The translation was undertaken in 1935-1936,
and Gallimard published Vingt ans de jeunesse on 16 March 1936. Twenty Years A-Growing is
O’Sullivan’s memoir about his childhood on Great Blasket Island, one of a small group of
islands off the tip of the Dingle Peninsula on the west coast of Ireland. There are two primary
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reasons why this memoir would have interested Queneau. First, his aforementioned literary
fascination with Ireland and the work of James Joyce. Second, O’Sullivan’s memoir, in
Llewelyn-Davies & Thomson’s translation, is a wonderful and unique example of writing that
features non-standard language. As such, it offered the possibility of a poignant parallel to the
experiments Queneau had recently begun to explore in his fiction with what later became known
as néo-français.
Joyce’s Ireland, and by extension, that of O’Sullivan, made such a lasting impression on
Queneau that he later set two of his own novels there: On est toujours trop bon avec les femmes
(1947) and Journal intime (1950), both published under the pseudonym “Sally Mara” by
Éditions du Scorpion. As Paul Fournel explains on the back cover copy for the 1979 reissue of
Les Œuvres complétes de Sally Mara:
Contrairement à Boris Vian pour J’irai cracher sur vos tombes, Queneau choisit la parodie
et prend ses distances avec le genre; son Irlande en révolution est de fantaisie et ses
révolutionnaires, comme en témoigne leur cri de guerre, Finnegans Wake!, sortent tout
droit de la république des Lettres; ce qui ne les empêchent pas de boire force ouisquis et de
tirer d’innombrables coups. (Queneau, OCSM 1979, back cover)
Queneau’s Ireland, as Fournel rightly notes, was an Ireland of the imagination, one drawn solely
from literary inspiration. According to an interview he gave to Fergus Pyle of the Irish Times in
August 1971,3 Queneau never visited Ireland. There is no mention of such a trip in his journals,
nor in any of the principal biographies. Pyle quotes him as saying,
“I was in Shannon once, for an hour on my way to America. I only know Ireland in a
literary way. All the names in Sally Mara are names that I took from Ulysses.” Again a
pause, and he says that Joyce to him is quintessentially Irish. “There are in his work things
that one imagines are very Irish, or more exactly, very Dublin. But I have never been in
Ireland,” he repeats. “I have never wanted to go. I don’t know why. I have had friends who
have been there. But I have only a literary interest in Joyce.” (8)
In Chapter Six, I will examine the translation-related techniques by way of which Queneau’s
fascination with Joyce’s Ireland went on to play a substantial role in the composition of his Sally
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Mara novels. However, despite certain possibilities for linguistic expansion that I will briefly
survey in the coming sections, it is difficult to say with any certainty that the translation of
Twenty Years A-Growing was of formative importance for Queneau.
2.1 – A Case for Excluding Twenty Years A-Growing from the Translation Corpus
In spite of the fact that this second translation was not released under the nom de plume Jean
Raymond and gives sole credit to Raymond for the translation, several factors suggest that it is
highly possible, as was the case with the Edgar Wallace translation, that Vingt ans de jeunesse
was once again as much Janine Queneau’s translation as it was Raymond’s. The first factor to
support this again comes via Queneau’s biographer Lécureur:
Lorsqu’il sera question de Twenty Years A-Growing, de Maurice O’Sullivan, Frank Dobo
écrivit à Janine qu’elle avait beaucoup progressé en tant que traductrice. Il estimait
toutefois qu’elle devait encore se perfectionner en venant souvent et longuement séjourner
à Londres, où il résidait… L’ouvrage parut chez Gallimard en 1936 sous le titre Vingt ans
de jeunesse et avec la seule signature de Raymond Queneau. (198)
At this point in his biography, Lécureur is more intent on discussing Frank Dobo’s romantic
interest in Queneau’s wife, but it is difficult not to see the insinuation here as to who actually
translated Twenty Years A-Growing. If the book had been entirely translated by Queneau, what
reason would Dobo have for telling Janine that she had improved as a translator, and why would
he try to use this compliment to lure her into visiting him in England?
As luck would have it, several pages of the drafts of this translation have been preserved,
which is not the case with all of Queneau’s translations. The dossier marked “Traduction–M.
O’Sullivan–Vingt ans de jeunesse (1936)” at the CDRQ in Verviers contains twenty-two draft
pages from this project: a set of three manuscript pages, a second set of six further manuscript
pages, and finally thirteen hand-corrected typescript pages. The first two pages are drafts from
the translation’s fifth chapter, “Les Courses de Ventry,” and span pages 74-75 of the current
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French edition; the third is from the eighth chapter, “Hallowe’en,” pg. 79. The final set of pages
come from the eighteenth and twentieth chapters, pp. 228-231, then chapter twenty-two, p. 241.
An analysis of common traits in the handwriting leads me to believe that the first three
manuscript pages are not in Queneau’s hand, but in Janine’s. This opinion is reinforced by an
annotation on the table of contents for the folder, in the hand of Oulipo-member and archive
curator André Blavier,4 which reads, “3 ff ms main de Janine.” In comparing these first three
pages (chapters five and eight) to the next set of pages (chapters eighteen, twenty, and twentytwo), there are visible differences between the scripts. While certain letters are similar, a
comparison of key letters such as the distinctive “D,” “d,” and “y” in Fig. 1 differ visibly from
those in Fig. 2 and Fig. 3, and yet are a close match with those in Fig. 4 (See figures 1-4, next
page). The hand-corrected typescript is harder to differentiate, as the writing is more cautious
than the other drafts, but in the case of these corrections, it is safe to assume that their author
wrote with extra care to make them legible, knowing they had to be legible for the publisher’s
copy editor. Even so, these corrected pages include examples of the same lowercase “d” as those
in Fig. 2 and Fig. 3, which suggests that the final corrections were in Raymond Queneau’s hand.
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Fig. 1. Manuscript detail in Janine Queneau’s hand,
from O’Sullivan chapter 8. Source: pg. 3, Classeur
59bis, CDRQ, Verviers, Belgium

Fig. 2. Manuscript detail in Raymond Queneau’s hand,
from O’Sullivan chapter 18. Source: pg. 4, Classeur 59bis,
CDRQ, Verviers, Belgium

Fig. 3. Manuscript detail in Raymond Queneau’s
hand, from his translation of Henry Miller’s “A bord
du Vendeem,” c. 1937-1939. Source: Classeur 130,
CDRQ, Verviers, Belgium.

Fig. 4. Detail, inscription in Janine Queneau’s hand, in a
copy of a copy of Le Mystère du Train d’Or, trans. “Jean
Raymond”. Source: “Album Queneau,” ed. by AnneSophie Queneau, Gallimard 2002, pg. 81.

Considered in conjunction with Blavier’s annotation, these variations in penmanship lead me to
believe that a large portion of the initial translation draft, anywhere from eight chapters to as
many as seventeen, was produced by Janine Queneau. While there remains the outside
possibility of dictation, no other Queneau manuscript that I have examined was written in a hand
not his own. Additionally, the hand-corrected version of these early-chapter fragments
demonstrates a notable similarity to the published version; a few small changes have been made,
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but many sentences have been reproduced verbatim in the final copy. This suggests that if Janine
translated a large portion of the book, Raymond did little in the way of revisions to her work.
This information must necessarily mollify any judgment that I might proffer as to
Raymond’s decisions during the translation of O’Sullivan’s Twenty Years A-Growing. If
somewhere between one- and two-thirds of the original draft was produced by Janine, with
Raymond entering into the process only to finish what remained of the translation and to edit the
resulting draft, we can hardly expect him to have engaged with the stylistic possibilities and
étrangeté inherent to O’Sullivan’s text, as recreated in Llewelyn Davies and Thomson’s
translation. If the majority of the lexical and stylistic decisions were those of his wife, they
cannot be of use when it comes to extrapolating methodological tendencies in Raymond’s work
as a translator. Seeing that the corrected typescript is not heavily marked, and that both
manuscript and typescript are appreciably similar to the final product, this suggests that in
correcting Janine’s drafts, he did not return to work closely with the source text. Instead, he
worked to improve the material in front of him, and to produce a final draft that was more
consistent across the entire translation.
As to the decision to credit only Raymond for the translation, rather than employing a
shared pseudonym such as the “Jean Raymond” they had used previously, there are several
possibilities. It may have been a question of the publishing house insisting on hiring a published
writer; by this point, Queneau had two novels with the same publisher to his credit, and a third
due for publication shortly thereafter. It also may have been a financial decision made by
Raymond and Janine, opting to add another published work to Raymond’s growing resume as a
published writer. Appropriate or not by today’s standards, if it is truly the case that Janine was
responsible for the bulk of this translation, it would not be the first time that one spouse has
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taken credit for the work of another. It is however unfortunate that even on a 2012 reprint, there
is no credit given to Raymond Queneau’s co-translator, Janine.
Due to my suspicions that this project was not entirely Raymond’s work, I will forgo an
in-depth analysis of this translation. Still, it is interesting to note the potential this project would
have held for Queneau’s experiments with expanding his literary language. This translation of
O’Sullivan’s Blasket Island memoir was chronologically situated mid-way between his
introduction to Joyce and his two pseudonymous Sally Mara novels. The particularities of
language on display in O’Sullivan’s memoir, and for that matter, those visible in Llewelyn
Davies & Thomson’s English translation, resonate well with Queneau’s linguistic interests of
this period. One must recall that he first encountered the book shortly after the publication of Le
Chiendent, a little more than a year after his trip to Greece.5 His initial forays into français parléécrit were still fresh in mind, as he was still following this thread of experimentation quite
closely. While Gueule de Pierre (Sept. 1934) and Les Dernier jours (Mar. 1936), the two novels
that followed Le Chiendent and book-ended this translation, are not home to as much
experimentation with français parlé-écrit as other works, it is clear that Queneau was still in the
process of putting the pieces together. The inclusion of “Écrit en 1937” in Bâtons, chiffres et
lettres (1950), as far as we can trust the date that Queneau has provided, indicates that the
primary gestation period of these ideas was between the trip to Greece in 1932 and Écrit en
1937. The O’Sullivan translation lands at the half-way point of this five-year span.
Unfortunately, regardless of the potential for literary exploration and linguistic expansion
that O’Sullivan’s memoir offered, without further clarification as to what role was played by
whom in the translation, there is little benefit to be had in digging further into the reasoning
behind its decisions. While this translation project offered a potential that would have been
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complimentary to Queneau’s experimentation during this period, all we can extrapolate from the
project with any certainty is that the exposure to this book, both from his reading it and from his
having worked on the translation in some capacity, added fuel to his literary fascination with
Ireland. It also expanded his knowledge of the country beyond the knowledge he had gleaned
from his readings of works by and about James Joyce and whatever it was that he contributed to
the earlier translation of Wallace’s Kate Plus Ten. Furthermore, as we will see in Chapter Six,
during the construction of his Sally Mara books, he later re-used this work, blending several
details from O’Sullivan’s memoir with textual materials he drew from Joyce’s work.

3 – 1937: Impossible Ici by Sinclair Lewis
Queneau’s third literary translation was released just over a year after the O’Sullivan translation:
Sinclair Lewis’s Impossible Ici was published by Gallimard on 22 April 1937. It is important to
note from the outset that Queneau was not a great fan of Lewis’s work. In fact, comments in his
journals show that he found Lewis’s writing to be largely without interest. He also discussed
Lewis’s novels during Gallimard editorial meetings, as Lewis had a certain reputation in
America that aroused interest in France, especially after his Nobel Prize in 1930. But his
disinterest in Lewis’s work is visible enough in his reading lists: other than It Can’t Happen
Here, which he translated, and The Prodigal Parents, which he read in 1938 in his capacity as
English reader at Gallimard, he read only one other Lewis novel in his lifetime: Babbitt, which
he read in 1930, the year Lewis was awarded the Nobel. Still, Queneau’s publishing career did
not always overlap entirely with his personal taste; he was well aware that there was a reading
public for works that didn’t excite him personally. As Lécureur notes, in one editorial meeting,
“Queneau soutient aussi The Prodigal Parents de Sinclair Lewis, mais sans enthousiasme. Il lui
accorde d’être assez amusant et, en préconise la publication, car il estime qu’il y aura un public
218

pour ce genre d’ouvrage” (224). In committing to this project, Queneau was performing a
communicative task of transmission unrelated to the literary concerns visible in his own writing
and other translation projects. As such, our interest lies primarily in his conception of the project,
which informed the decisions he made in translating Lewis’s novel.

3.1 – It Can Happen Here: A Gesture of Engaged Literature
Lewis’s 1935 novel It Can’t Happen Here appears not to have been an exception to Queneau’s
lack of interest in Lewis’s work on a literary level. Still, he felt strongly that the social message
of the novel was one his fellow citizens in France needed to hear at that particular time, and thus
he went forward with the translation project as a social and political gesture. His third novel, Les
Derniers Jours, had been published in March 1936, and his follow-up, Odile, was released in
April 1937. The Lewis project falls between these two, or concurrent with the latter.
Queneau first read It Can’t Happen Here in October 1936, and by November, he was at
work on the translation, which he described in blunt terms to Frank Dobo:
Le 17 novembre 1936, il demande à Frank Dobo ce qui amuse l’Amérique et ce qui est à
la mode. Il voudrait savoir ce qui distrait le public dans les journaux américains. Dans la
même lettre, il lui annonce qu’il est en train de traduire un roman de Sinclair Lewis;
vraiment mauvais, à son goût. Il s’agit pourtant de Impossible ici, qui paraîtra en 1937, et
dépeint comment le fascisme peut gangrener progressivement les rouages d’une
démocratie. Certes, la technique du romancier se révèle parfois fastidieuse, mais le sujet
était d’importance et d’actualité à cette époque. (Lécureur 200)
Of course, a translator need not adore every title he or she takes on as a project. Certain of Boris
Vian’s translations, as we’ve seen, were no more than a frustrating way to earn enough money to
get by. However, that was not the case with Queneau’s Lewis project. If it had been a question of
taste, he could have proposed work by another author. Instead, this was a case of time and place.
As his writing in the 1930s clearly shows—as early as the inevitable war with the “Etruscans”
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led by “Miss Aulini,” at the end of Le Chiendent in 1933—he was as aware as many others were
that war was coming and it was only a matter of time.
While Queneau became a notably apolitical figure later in his career, he was still an
actively engaged authorial personality during the period leading up to WWII and the years that
immediately followed. This can best be seen from his one overt attempt to fuse politics with
literature, Traité des vertus démocratiques, a project he undertook in the summer of 1937, albeit
only published posthumously in 1993. His anti-collaborationist stance during the Occupation has
been well documented: despite his long-standing desire to be published in the N.R.F. before the
War, he categorically refused to publish with the Vichy-sanctioned version of the journal during
this period despite numerous offers from Paulhan’s wartime replacement, Drieu La Rochelle.
This refusal to participate in any collaborationist-run publication culminated in his involvement
after the Liberation with the newly-formed Comité National des écrivains.6
Upon reading Lewis’s novel in the fall of 1936, the warnings it offered about how easily
fascism can be established matched tendencies and sentiments Queneau saw at home. He decided
it needed to be translated, even if that meant doing so in a somewhat truncated form which would
make it easier for French readers to extract from it the requisite information. This reworking took
the form of an adaptation. As Berman puts it, when it is a case of
[…] des textes “mal-écrits,” c’est-à-dire où le rapport ordinaire avec la langue se tient en
deçà du rapport communément accepté […], qui ne se peuvent traduire que par une réécriture visant à assurer une transmission du sens que l’original n’effectue lui-même
qu’avec peine. Dans [ce] cas, la traduction n’est pas appelée par le texte, elle surgit
simplement de la nécessité de l’échange et de la communication; elle n’est pas réellement
signifiante comme acte propre. (L’épreuve 202)
It is not my intention to argue for or against the literary merits of Lewis’s novel; it suffices that
Queneau thought his writing poor. Accordingly, in discussing this translation, I have done so
with this proviso in mind, as the goal of a project must figure into any critical examination of a
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translation. The project, in the Bermanian sense, must be considered if an evaluation is to offer
any relevant insight. The first indication of this goal appears on the front cover of Impossible ici:
Gallimard has openly marked the book as an adaptation, indicating, “Version française de
Raymond Queneau” instead of employing the word “traduction,” as they have in each other
translation he produced. This is still the case for their description of the book in 2019, over
eighty years after its original publication, which reads, “adapt[é] de l’anglais (États-Unis) par
Raymond Queneau.” His adaptation of Lewis’s novel is still in print today, as the information it
communicates is once again seen as relevant by publishers in both the United States and France.
Signet Classics reissued the book in the U.S.A. in 2005 during the presidency of George W.
Bush, and since Donald Trump’s election to the White House in 2016, it has once again been
actively marketed, seeing something of a second life during Trump’s tenure as President.
Although Queneau’s adaptation strategy was never actively concealed from the reading
public, over time the resulting text has come to be listed as a translation in biblio-biographical
works. However, the promotional materials published in the N.R.F. in the spring of 1937 made
no effort to conceal this “adaptation,” announcing it directly in the book’s prospectus:
Ce roman fut écrit par Sinclair Lewis pour soutenir la candidature de Franklin Roosevelt à
la présidence. […] D’accord avec l’auteur, le texte français a été allégé de plusieurs
passages, notamment de ceux qui concernaient certains détails de politique purement
américaine et qui eussent demandé pour être compris plus de notes au bas des pages que
n’en comporte la présentation habituelle d’un roman. (“Sinclair”)
The fairly extreme quantity of political references contained in Lewis’s novel would have
bogged down the transmission of the information Queneau wanted to get across; at its root, the
depiction of a rising fascism was not particular to the American situation, and thus for the French
reader, the excessive specifics would have been irrelevant. The decision to trim away politically
obscure passages and avoid excessive footnotes, coupled with the fact that the translator had
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little respect for the text on a literary or stylistic level, virtually guaranteed a translation that may
seem quite unfaithful to the original. That said, if the project is evaluated in accordance with the
criteria by which it was translated, the results must be seen in a different light.
Lewis’s novel imagines a fascist takeover of the United States. What is striking about his
tale is how easily it all seems to come together; the systems of government accept the coup quite
readily and, in some instances, seem built to allow it to take place. The moral and humanist
expectations that underpin the nation’s Constitution and its three branches of government only
seem able to prevent this if its people consciously defend them. Queneau must have seen similar
systematic problems in the French consciousness and within his country’s own democratic
system, which led him to take a politically engaged literary stance by producing a consumable
and assimilable version of Lewis’s novel. This reductive adaptation inevitably resulted in a
translation that differed greatly from the original, and yet one that remained true to its primary
aim, the transmission of vital information in the form of easily-assimilated literary fiction.

3.2 – Adaptation: Intentional Domestication, For Transmission’s Sake
How does an adaptation differ from a translation, and how must this alter not only the decisions
made by the translator but the way we examine it retrospectively? While expurgation may be
undesirable in more literary-minded translations, this is the exact sort of instance where it
becomes necessary to examine the project and the translator’s intentions prior to rushing to any
judgment. Here, by trimming away all the excess American cultural discourse that would have
been unfamiliar and disruptive to many French readers, Queneau manages to streamline the text
in a way that promotes communication of the textual message he wishes to convey to French
readers. In his thinking, not only was this text sub-par on a literary level, and thus not worthy of
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the effort it would take to maintain the systemic correspondences, but it was also key to focus on
the transmission of meaning in an effort to communicate its content.
In discussing the tendencies found in Queneau’s adaptation of It Can’t Happen Here,
Madeleine Velguth pinpoints a more overarching problem found in his translations of the 1930s:
in her mind, his understanding of English was stronger when it came to more standard and
classic English texts, whereas he had some difficulty with lower strata of contemporary English,
and certain dialectal variants. She notes that this is less of a problem in a more classic register
such as that of his translation of Peter Ibbetson, whereas language of the sort Sinclair Lewis
employed posed a problem:
[…] la traduction du texte de Sinclair Lewis fourmille d’américanismes mal digérés :
“tickled” (“amusé,” 27 et 118) est tantôt traduit “agacé” (23), tantôt “intimidé” (67);
“bellyaching” (“bougonnements,” 30) se transforme, sans doute sous l’inspiration de
l’étymologie, en “mangeaille” (25); un “bouncer” (“videur,” 107) se mue en “supporteur”
(59); et la traduction de “wife of Doremus’s bosom” (“la femme chérie de Doremus”) fait
rêver: “And even the wife of Doremus’s bosom, or at least of his breakfast coffee, the good
Emma, had a pedantic expression of superior goodness which irritated him.” (145) devient
“Et même la poitrine de Madame Jessup avait une expression de condescendante bonté qui
irritait Doremus” (75). (Velguth 264-65)7
Too many howlers of this sort can obviously damage the cohesiveness of a text, even one of
substandard quality. However, while there is likely some truth to Velguth’s remark regarding the
differences between the register and dialectal qualities in Lewis’s writing and that of Du
Maurier, we must also consider this diachronically, as these two projects were undertaken during
different periods of the translator’s career. Queneau translated Impossible Ici before World War
II, and prior to his tenure at Gallimard. As we have seen in Chapter One, his English
dramatically improved as a result of both of these life events. Accordingly, it is my position that
alongside differences in the textual makeup of these two projects, the translator’s mastery of the
source language had improved during the interim, and as such, it stands to reason that there
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would be improvement. In any case, having established that the goal of his Sinclair Lewis
translation was the transmission of political information via an easily-ingested literary novel, and
with the understanding that he felt Lewis’s stylistics were not worth struggling to recreate, a
close analysis of the textual choices he made cannot offer much in the way of concrete evidence
as to the methodology he would use in a more cautious act of literary translation. As the goal of
this project was communication via adaptation and not a quality literary translation on stylistic
and semantic levels, it is impossible to argue that Queneau has unwittingly betrayed the novel by
excising cultural, political, or even stylistic systems. It is even reasonable to argue that a more
accurate and faithful translation of the integrality of Lewis’s text would have undercut his hopes
of conveying this information in a way that would suit the engagement of his project.

4 – 1937-1939: Two by Henry Miller
As we saw in Chapter Two, Raymond Queneau met Henry Miller in 1934, read his Tropic of
Cancer in December 1934, and continued to read him throughout the 1930s and 1940s. Queneau
had been trying his best to publish in the N.R.F. since 1934 or 1935, but as Lécureur indicates,
early on, Queneau’s relationship with Jean Paulhan was sometimes difficult (217). Eventually,
the N.R.F. published an excerpt of Queneau’s new novel Les Derniers Jours under the title
“Alfred ou le Café” in March 1936, the month of its initial publication by Gallimard. To
Queneau’s frustration, however, Paulhan later backed out of publishing part of Chêne et chien,
citing lack of room in the issue (Lécureur 218). The fragment was instead taken by Henry
Church for Mesures, where it was published in the July 1937 issue, the same month the full
roman en vers was published by Denoël. After this setback, things seem to have gone better
between Queneau and Paulhan:
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[…] ses relations avec Jean Paulhan semblent avoir été sereines, voire très cordiales. À la
fin de septembre 1937, il reçoit, de sa part, une proposition de traduire des textes de Miller
ou de Saroyan pour la N.R.F. dont Mesures bénéficiera à nouveau, mais, semble-t-il, sans
que Raymond Queneau en ait conçu de l’amertume. (Lécureur 219)
Queneau did not end up translating Miller for the N.R.F., although they eventually published one
of his translations of William Saroyan in their 1 March 1940 issue. Otherwise, the bulk of his
short translations during this period were destined for the pages of Mesures, the board of which
also included Paulhan, and these contributions included a single translation of a text by Miller.
While Miller was published in France as early as 1934, it was not until after World War
II that his work began to see regular publication in French translation. The 1930s saw the first
English-language editions of notable works such as Tropic of Cancer, which came out from Jack
Kahane’s Paris-based Obelisk Press in 1934. Because of the explicit content in Miller’s work, it
could not legally be published in America during that era, and so, as it did for a number of other
writers, Obelisk became the home-away-from-home for Miller’s edgy content. Prior to his death
in 1939, Kahane published Miller’s Black Spring (1936), as well as Scenario–A Film with Sound
(1937), Max and the White Phagocytes (1938), and Tropic of Capricorn (1939). It wasn’t until
the mid-1940s that Miller began to be widely read in French: Denoël published Tropique du
Cancer in 1945, while Éditions du Chêne published Tropique du Capricorne and Gallimard
published Printemps Noir in 1946, the latter in a translation by Paul Rivert.
According to Éditions Sillage, a French publisher of Miller’s work, Miller met both of
his primary French translators, Henri Fluchère and Georges Belmont, in 1932. After the War,
Belmont translated The Colossus of Maroussi, Tropic of Capricorn, Sexus, Max and the White
Phagocytes, and eight more Miller titles. In tying himself to this translator, Miller hadn’t needed
to stray too far from his Parisian social circle: Georges Belmont was none other than Georges
Pelorson, who had changed his name after the war because of legal difficulties stemming from
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the Occupation. And yet, a decade before Miller broke out in French thanks to Denöel, he
reached out to his friend Raymond Queneau to see if he could get the process started.

4.1 – Raymond Queneau, Early French Translator of Henry Miller
Queneau’s double review of Miller’s Tropic of Cancer and Black Spring was published in the
N.R.F. in December 1936, although he had shown it to Miller and his agent, Michael Fraenkel,
by that October.8 On at least two occasions, he set to work translating Miller’s work. In a letter
dated 27 October 1936, Miller tells Queneau to expect a letter from Fraenkel, with a request that
he translate three essays: one by Fraenkel, another by Miller, a third by Walter Lowenfels. 9 “If
you should undertake the job, and have any difficulties, be assured that I should be only too glad
to help you,” writes Miller. “Fraenkel was impressed by your review of my books. He thinks you
showed much more understanding of the underlying spirit of the books than any of the other
reviewers” (CDRQ Cl. 41). Lécureur states that Queneau began work on these essays in
December of 1936, likely led to believe this from a letter of that date Miller sent to Queneau:
Dec. 30, 1936
My dear Queneau,
I wrote the answers to your questions while at the Dingo Bar last night–everybody in the
place helping me, including the negro pianist whom you must meet. You must go with me
and buy Madame Wilson, the proprietress, a drink. Anyway, I’ve answered practically
everything. I will give you a tip. When you are in the neighborhood of the American
Library (Rue Teheran) stop in and have a look at Funk & Wagnall’s Unabridged
Dictionary. That’s better than an English-French dictionary for you. Those four men you
ask about – I imagine all of them belong to the Civil War period. There is a marvellous
dictionary of Names at the library too. Called “The Century Dictionary of Names”. And
perhaps even the slang you will find occasionally - - in the dictionaries of slang. Don’t
think I don’t want to help you. Only sometimes I don’t know myself. “Boondoggles”, for
example – means absolutely nothing to me. But it sounds right enough. It could exist. (Like
“hornswoggling” – a fine word!) (CDRQ Cl. 41)
It is my belief that Lécureur is mistaken in his assumption. There is nothing to indicate in this
letter that the translations the two are discussing are of Miller’s own texts. Yes, it is revealing as
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to their friendship to know that Queneau had turned to Miller with questions related to his
translations, and useful to know that Queneau turned to Anglophone colleagues when stuck on
problematic terminology. That said, there is no reason to assume that he would only turn to
Miller when it came to translations of Miller’s work, and the last lines of this note point to the
fact that Queneau was indeed translating someone else. Had Miller used the term “boondoggles”
in his own writing, there would have been no reason for him to be unable to explain its meaning.
This suggests that Queneau had provided Miller with a number of problem words from another
text he was translating, a text by another author. On a lexical level, it is not surprising that Miller
isn’t familiar with the term in December 1936, as “boondoggle” had only entered the wider
American lexicon in the previous few years, during which time Miller had mostly been in Paris.
“Boondoggle” was originally a word describing a decoration for Boy Scout uniforms, coined by
a Boy Scout in the 1920s. But soon its meaning changed, as it instead saw use by conservatives
describing Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal make-work programs. After being employed in this
way in 1935 in both the New York Times and the New York Herald Tribune, it was used by the
Republican National Committee in an anti-Roosevelt pamphlet, after which Roosevelt made use
of it himself in a speech in January 1936. And, while “boondoggle” would not have sounded out
of place in one of Saroyan’s stories, contextual logic dictates that the one American writer
translated by Queneau who had direct ties to Roosevelt and his election was Sinclair Lewis. Sure
enough, in Chapter XVIII of It Can’t Happen Here, Dr. King, the chemist, says: “I arranged for a
job with the Universal Electric Corporation… They don’t mind Jews there, as long as they sing
at their work and find boondoggles worth a million a year to the company—at thirty-five
hundred a year salary!” (Lewis 164). In his French, the chemist instead says, “Mais j’ai trouvé
une situation à la Société Générale d’Électricité. Ils se moquent bien que je sois Juif, pourvu que
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je fasse mon travail et que j’invente des appareils qui leur rapporteront des millions. Je serai
mieux payé qu’ici et pourtant…” (Impossible 103). While appareils covers the semantic content
intended by “boondoggle” in this instance, used according to its earlier meaning, a “gadget,”
Queneau surely could have found a French substitute with more flair had he been interested to do
so, with words such as machin attested by the mid-nineteenth century.
In any case, Queneau began translating Miller’s texts soon after: not the three essays
mentioned in the October 1936 letter, but two literary excerpts. Correspondence between the two
mentions only Queneau’s translation of William Saroyan, undertaken at the behest of Miller and
published in Mesures in April 1938, and a translation of Black Spring that Queneau was
supposed to have undertaken, mentioned in a letter dated 14 January 1937. A month later, Miller
informed Queneau that Bernard Groethuysen of Mesures had “practically decided on publishing
two extracts from Black Spring” (CDRQ Cl. 41), which Queneau was to be asked to translate.
While Black Spring never appeared in Mesures in his translation, he did translate at least two
pieces by Miller.
The first of these pieces was an unpublished sample from Aller Retour New York, which
Miller asked him to translate in a letter dated 17 October 1937, intending it for publication in Les
Nouvelles Littéraires. The second was a short piece entitled “Via Dieppe-Newhaven,” published
in Mesures in 1939, and later retranslated by Belmont (Pelorson) for Max et les phagocytes
(Éditions du Chêne, 1946). Miller had hand-selected Queneau as his translator, and pushed to
realize the pairing: “Another thing, if ever the question of a translation of Tropic or of Black
Spring should come up–if I have a choice of translator, I mean–would you care to undertake the
task?” he asked in January 1937, “I should like to know in advance because that day may come
very soon and, aside from Cendrars, you are the only person I can think of who might give a
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sympathetic rendition of the text” (CDRQ Cl. 41). This demonstrates the respect Miller held for
Queneau’s work as a writer and literary translator, but also his impression of the depth of
Queneau’s understanding of contemporary American literature. In the new inter-War generation
of crisscrossed national literatures, Miller saw writers such as Cendrars and Queneau as artists
whose sensibilities overlapped with his and those of his Anglophone compatriots.
However, the two aforementioned short translations were the only direct interlingual
collaboration between the two that took place. On 13 November 1937, Miller writes,
Dear Queneau,
Saw Weinstein yesterday to discuss publication of Tropic. He told me you would not be
able to do the translating, as you would not be able to finish it in time for them. They are
recommending me Marcel Duhamel, as a possible translator. Arrived at no decision yet.
Their terms are very hard. I am thinking it over. (CDRQ Cl. 41)
Ultimately, Duhamel did not translate Tropic of Capricorn either, although Queneau would have
likely been happy to recommend him, since, as we have seen, he and Duhamel had been good
friends since 1928, and Duhamel was already a well-established translator by 1937, having
produced numerous translations of American authors that Queneau had read, including Dashiell
Hammett’s The Glass Key (La Clé de verre, 1932).
After the War, thanks to Queneau’s position at Gallimard, Miller often turned to him for
information on the French translations of his work. He would inquire as to when Printemps Noir
was going to be reprinted, or ask after other publisher’s plans. It was a two-way street, at least to
some extent: Miller helped convince American publishers like James Laughlin at New Directions
to publish Queneau’s work, and kept him apprised about its English translations. Their
correspondence remained convivial during the years after Miller left Paris in June 1939. For
example, in a letter from Big Sur, California, in September 1948, he writes:
Mon cher Queneau–Just received your “Skin of Dreams” from Laughlin + will write about
it. Also got your Glinglin = “Glouglou” – but as we now have another child (a son named
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Tony) I haven’t read much of it yet. Nearly all my publishers are going bankrupt, it seems.
Like “the end of the world.” Amazed that Gallimard has sold so few copies of “Printemps
Noir,” considering all the “free publicity” my books received during the “affaire Miller.”
(CDRQ Cl. 41)
As we have seen in Chapter Two, the friendship between Miller and Queneau, especially
between 1934 and Miller’s departure from Paris in 1939, led to circular transmission in the form
of joint literary ventures such as journals, but also to direct reciprocal intervention upon each
other’s career. Miller also made himself available to assist Queneau with problems that came up
in his English to French translations on at least one occasion. And while Miller’s French was
perhaps not strong enough for him to translate his friend’s work himself, he did instigate
translations of it abroad through his contacts in the United States. As for Queneau, he personally
invested time and effort by translating Miller’s work into French, projects which must have taken
place between 1937 and the time he left for his military duty on 27 August 1939.

4.2 – As If Henry Miller Had Written In French?
Queneau’s translation of Henry Miller’s “Via Dieppe-Newhaven” was published in Mesures in
July 1939, after originally appearing in Max and the White Phagocytes in September 1938. In
Mesures, this resulted in a well-selected showcase piece for Miller, the lengthiest piece in the
collection at thirty-four pages. It is relatively light on Miller’s trademark obscenity, with the
exception of an awkward toilet scene during Henry’s overnight in the station with the British
constable. As is often the case, Miller manages to find beauty among the filth; the light, almost
triumphant metaphysical reflections as he returns to Paris are touching despite the pessimism he
shows in spots. Each set of negative characters finds its foil in positive human contact. The result
is what Miller biographer Robert Ferguson refers to as an “autobiographical improvisation”
(206), relating an interrupted trip to London in December 1932 that followed his break-up with
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his second wife June Mansfield. The “Fred” in the tale is Alfred Perlès, Miller’s then roommate,
and later, co-editor of The Booster. The primary difficulty with the translation of a text such as
“Via Dieppe-Newhaven” is tone and register; Miller’s casual frankness, his idiomatic language,
and the parallels and oppositions he sets up throughout the text are the crucial systems of this
text for a translator to recreate in his target language.
Overall, Queneau’s translation is adept and succeeds in recreating Miller’s tone in
French. He doesn’t parallel Miller’s syntax as closely he does in some other translations, opting
for more of an “as if it were written in French” approach, yet he also avoids unnecessary
embellishments and expansion. To match Miller’s tone and lexicon, Queneau dips into French
argot, but, mindful of the position he took in “Écrit en 1937,” he avoids being overly reliant on
it.10 Also, since Miller’s tale is constructed around parallels and oppositions between England
and France, and thus includes discussion of both target and source languages and cultures,
Queneau is mindful to incorporate suitable English borrowings into his target text when called
for. By critically considering the systems involved and recreating those he saw as most crucial,
his translation, in my view, surpasses that of Georges Belmont, published by Éditions du Chêne
in 1947 in their French edition of Max et les phagocytes.
Miller’s style is informal, but not excessively marked by non-standard grammar or
lexicon. The idiomatic nature of his writing is largely based on casual slang and informal turns of
phrase. For example, he writes: “We could always scrape up a bit of food whereas in
Montparnasse among the riff-raff she was obliged to hang out where food was almost
unobtainable” (Cosmological 198). Queneau reworks the sentence, displacing the occurrences of
slang or argot into a natural French, reflective of native, casual speech, although not heavily
marked by rupture or digression: “Chez nous, il y avait toujours finalement de quoi croûter tandis
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que chez le montparno où elle était obligée de percher, c’était à peu près hors de question” (“Via
Dieppe” 267-68). Queneau’s phrase effectively recreates the brevity, rhythm, and natural
simplicity of Miller’s prose.
Another example comes during Miller’s recollection of a trip to the other New Haven, the
one in Connecticut. Once more, he employs a casual, idiomatic construction in each sentence of
the passage while maintaining momentum and simplicity of diction:
When I left the prison I suddenly remarked how beautiful it was outdoors and, acting on
the impulse, I went to a beach nearby and took a dip. It was one of the strangest days I
ever spent at the ocean. When I dove off the springboard I had a feeling that I was taking
leave of the earth forever. I didn’t try to drown myself, but I didn’t care a hoot if I were to
drown. (Cosmological 221)
Queneau also makes use of a pair of idiomatic expressions in an attempt to replicate the casual
tone of “took a dip” and “I didn’t care a hoot.”
En sortant de la prison, la beauté du paysage me frappa; et je me décidai brusquement à
aller piquer une tête à la plage voisine. C’est l’une des plus étranges journées que j’aie
passées au bord de la mer. En plongeant du tremplin, j’eus le sentiment que je quittai la
terre pour toujours. Je ne voulais pas me noyer, mais, si cela devait m’arriver, je n’en avais
cure. (“Via Dieppe” 290)
While piquer une tête isn’t exactly “to take a dip,” but rather to dive into the water headfirst, the
choice is not out of line, as two sentences later Miller adds the detail of the springboard. En avoir
cure is as charmingly dated an expression as Miller’s “didn’t care a hoot” appears to us now, in
retrospect. While Queneau does not go out of his way to mirror Miller’s syntax or lexical
choices, he is adept in recreating their crisp concision. In Miller’s prose, there is a rolling,
spontaneous motion: “I suddenly remarked how beautiful it was outdoors, and, acting on the
impulse, I went to a beach nearby and took a dip.” Queneau recreates this momentum: “la beauté
du paysage me frappa; et je me décidai brusquement à aller piquer une tête à la plage voisine.”
The French text follows its own internal rhythm, but unlike Belmont’s translation, Queneau does
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not needlessly expand or rationalize; his recreation of Miller’s style is effective and precise, and
typical of Miller’s prose in English, natural, honest, and casual in tone.
The other important aspect of Miller’s text that required flexibility on Queneau’s part was
recreation of the system of correspondences and oppositions that Miller so carefully establishes.
Queneau’s text functions well in the pursuit of this goal, and demonstrates his critical awareness
of the systems Miller has established. While there are several examples of these in the source
text, one particular pairing Miller is playing with is the opposition “Sir-Monsieur.” Miller is
reflecting on his own status as an American living in France; he seeks to express cultural
differences between America, England, and France through translanguaged lexical pairs.
Primarily, this is once again a question of the text requiring a willingness on the part of its
translator to engage with the étrangeté of the source text during the production of the target text.
Queneau recognizes these systems and actively engages with them. As in his own writing, he
works to be as transparent as possible for his readers, and thus in situations where it isn’t integral
to this opposition, he translates Miller’s “constable” as “le policeman,” opting to use an English
term that would be easily accessible for more French readers. Similarly, when the narrator
arrives at the English “Immigration Office” (Cosmological 206), Queneau retains the name of
the English institution, choosing to remind the reader of cultural differences; after all, a
Frenchman who was to step off the ferry in Newhaven would be confused to see a Service
d’Immigration.
Throughout the text, Queneau demonstrates a willingness to engage with the English of
the England that Miller highlights in his story. As he travels across the channel, Miller reflects on
previous visits to London, and his remembrance culminates in the following: “I hear Sir all the
time. Can I do this, Sir? Which way, Sir? Yes, Sir. No, Sir. Bugger me if it doesn’t make me a
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bit creepy, all this yes sir and no sir. Sir my ass, I say under my breath” (Cosmological 206).
Queneau follows Miller’s lead quite literally: the character is thinking about England, after all,
and thus the translanguaging is contextually motivated. “J’entends tout le temps le mot: Sir. Puisje faire ceci, Sir? Quelle direction, Sir? Yes, Sir, No, Sir. Merde, ça commence à me porter un
peu sur les nerfs, tous ces yes sir et tous ces no sir. Je murmure entre mes dents: Sir Moncul
(“Via Dieppe” 275). In Miller’s text, as well as in Queneau’s translation, the opposition is neatly
established between the English Sir and the French Monsieur, whereas Belmont’s later
translation renders all instances of both terms uniformly in French. While Belmont’s decision
still reads relatively well in French, the disconnect between the translanguaged terms no longer
signifies in his text. A Frenchman who is equally familiar with the two countries could have
similar reflections; for those who know the two countries well, there are cultural differences that
become more evident over time. In Miller’s mind, these words do not have the same meaning,
they are not cross-cultural synonyms for one another: each has its own nuance, and they end up
functioning like false friends. His translanguaging brings about a realization of individuality that
his character passes through, one which is integral to the story. By retaining this pairing,
Queneau expresses the same cultural differences that Miller is emphasizing.
In another key passage, Queneau opts against fully embracing the foreignness necessary
to make the story-long transition work as effectively as it does in Miller’s text. He hesitates and,
while his solution is workable, he rejects the possibility of translanguaging that we have seen
him use elsewhere. In Miller’s English, this passage reads:
I suppose he was a man whom the French would call a quelconque, which is not the same
as a nobody in English, because Mr. Anybody or Everybody in France is quite another
species from Mr. Nobody in America or England. A quelconque is not a nobody in France.
He is a man like any other man, but he has a history and a tradition and a race behind him
which often makes him more than the so-called Somebodies in other countries.
(Cosmological 225)
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Queneau retains certain English words, but chooses not to make use of other English terms for
fear of interrupting the flow of the passage. It is possible that this decision was influenced by
editorial guidelines, but it is just as likely that he simply wanted to avoid producing a text that
might be too opaque for some readers:
Je pense qu’il était de cette espèce de gens que les Français appellent quelconques; ce qui
n’est pas du tout la même chose que ce que les Anglais nomment un rien-du-tout (a
nobody), parce qu’un M. Quelconque ou un M. Tout-le-monde en France est tout à fait
autre chose qu’un M. Personne (Mr. Nobody) en Amérique ou en Angleterre. Un individu
quelconque n’est pas en France un rien-du-tout. C’est un homme comme un autre, mais
qui a derrière lui une histoire et une tradition et une race, qui l’élèvent souvent bien au
dessus des soi-disant Quelqu’un des autres pays. (“Via Dieppe” 294)
Queneau inserts his nobodies almost like footnotes, while translating the rest of Miller’s social
breakdown. This at least provides an indication to the reader that the difference is not just a
difference of language, but that the social fabric of the two countries that is concealed behind
their words is fundamentally different.
As an aside that will be more relevant to later discussion, it is also interesting to note that
in this translation, Queneau has retained a number of occurrences of emphasis italics that Miller
has employed in the source text. Not simply the italicization of a word that is being discussed,
such as Sir or Monsieur, but italics to indicate spoken emphasis, generally in dialog. “Oh, then
you did work for the newspaper in Paris” (Cosmological 212), accuses the customs agent. “Alors
vous avez travaillé pour un journal de Paris?” (“Via Dieppe” 281), the officer in Queneau’s
version demands, placing the same incriminating emphasis on the verb. While this isn’t
inconceivable in French grammar, generally such emphasis will be marked by stylistic repetition,
the so-called “moi, je,” or the insertion of another word. We will see this grammatical
appropriation in action once more in Queneau’s translation of Peter Ibbetson.
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As a final note on Queneau’s translation of “Via Dieppe-Newhaven,” we can glean some
additional insight to his process for this translation by examining the hand-corrected typescript, a
copy of which is housed at the CDRQ in Verviers. A brief examination of the fragment of an
earlier draft appended to the file and executed prior to the full hand-corrected typescript shows
evidence of his search for a register most appropriate to conveying Miller’s style. Although the
typed corrections in this fragment are largely adjustments to verb tense, a few lexical changes
have been made: for instance, where Miller writes, “she simply must have the money or she’d be
kicked out” (Cosmological 199), Queneau first typed “sinon on la mettait à la porte,” but then
drops his register with “sinon on la flanquait à la porte” (CDRQ Cl. 130). In the hand-corrected
draft, there are further instances like this. “On parvenait toujours à trouver de quoi manger”
(CDRQ Cl. 145) is modified to read, “Chez nous, on parvenait toujours à trouver de quoi
croûter” (CDRQ Cl. 145) in the next draft, which, in the published version, reads, “Chez nous, il
y avait toujours finalement de quoi croûter” (“Via Dieppe” 267). Other register modifications
have been made, some between the drafts and the final publication, others by hand in the draft;
fric, for Henry Miller’s “dough,” becomes the more evocative “galette,” “le goût des couilles de
mouton” mentioned by the young man recently returned from Australia becomes the more
descriptive “le goût des roustons de bélier” (CDRQ Cl. 145), etc. Other edits appear only in the
final draft: Queneau originally had “les richards” for Miller’s “the rich bastards” (Cosmological
206), but evidently found it insufficient, replacing it in the final version with the slang “les
rupins.” Certain corrections are more syntactic in nature, such as pronouns and clauses shifted on
occasion to reinforce the spontaneous and oral nature of the prose. And, in the draft, other than a
small slip in originally translating the title of Miller’s book Tropic of Cancer into French in one
scene with the English customs agent, Queneau has actively engaged in translanguaging from his

236

initial draft: “the constable” is already “le policeman,” “tous ces yes sir et tous ces no sir” are all
already in place. Interestingly enough, the difficult passage where Henry goes swimming
evidently posed some problems for Queneau, as it has been copiously rewritten; we can take this
as proof that he was able to determine the problematic sequences and then rework them until he
found something that better suited his reading of Miller’s tone. This can also be said for the
crucial linking passage describing the difference between the quelconque, Mr. Nobody, and the
rien-du-tout: this has been typed over in the initial draft and Queneau has straight-away added
his parenthetical translanguaged terms.
As for Queneau’s second Miller translation, “À bord du Vendeem,” it is unclear whether
this work took place before “Via Dieppe-Newhaven” or after, as it, too, is undated. It is a single
manuscript page, hand-written, a fragment drawn from Aller Retour New York, the English of
which was published in Paris in 1935 by Obelisk Press. He notes reading it in November of
1935, whereas he didn’t read Max and the White Phagocytes until 1938, so it’s likely that this
was his first effort at translating Miller. In any case, the translation is incomplete, and stops
roughly one and a half pages into the chosen section, “Sunday, still aboard the Vendeem.” There
are little in the way of corrections, and those that are present appear to have been added during
the draft instead of being made afterward. What is worth noting at this preliminary stage of the
project is that Queneau again does not seem reluctant to engage with some amount of English
borrowing where necessary, even in this first draft: “Hello” is present in the Dutchman’s dialog,
as is the military borrowing “destroyer.” Beyond that, it is a decent if unextraordinary first draft:
it would be reckless on my part to make any great claims based on an unpolished fragment of
this length. More interesting to my analysis is the choice of excerpt, as it suits the translator’s
own tastes very well. Meshing well with his years of research into the fous littéraires circa 1930,
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this anecdote from Miller’s epistolary travelogue focuses on the American’s encounter with a
quirky Dutch madman aboard the Vendeem as he journeys back to Paris from New York. The
humor of the man’s actions and his conversations with Miller are delightfully strange, and the
evocative image of him sending telegraph messages out his porthole window by tapping on the
glass with his signet ring function equally well in English and in French. “Mannheim arrête la
conversation, tape deux fois avec sa bague et attend la réponse. ‘Allo? O’Connell? Ici,
Mannheim’ […]” (CDRQ Cl. 130). It is unfortunate the project was never finished.
At the end of the day, Queneau’s decision to piquer une tête into translating Henry Miller
is largely successful. His translation of “Via Dieppe-Newhaven” is superior to that of Georges
Belmont, whose version of the same text for Max et les phagocytes is now out of print in France,
last published by Stock in 1993. Where Belmont often needlessly expands on Miller’s succinct
prose, Queneau avoids leaving the source text behind altogether, and shows careful thought
about register and tone. If his goal was, as he would put it in 1959, to translate Miller as if he had
written the text in French himself, the result certainly reads well in French, but also does not
seem to have been subjected to unnecessary smoothing, embellishment, or heavy-handed
grammatical reconstruction. He also shows that he is, by this stage in his translation career, open
to engaging with the étrangeté of the source text, at least to a certain extent. Having critically
identified the key parallels in Miller’s text, he avails himself of creative solutions, although his
parenthetical fix to the Mr. Nobody scene interrupts the French reading experience slightly more
than is desirable. He also stands by the statement he made in “Écrit en 1937” by mobilizing his
knowledge of argot and parler populaire without excessively relying on it. The result is a target
text that presents an adept recreation of Miller’s style and diction even as it navigates the
problems presented by the text’s bilingual and bicultural atmosphere.
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5 – 1938-1940: Two by William Saroyan
Queneau’s journals indicate that he first encountered William Saroyan in 1936 (Journaux 330),
although he may have instead met him in 1935, as the chronology of the William Saroyan
Society indicates this as the year that Saroyan first traveled to Paris. Saroyan was a friend of
Henry Miller’s from California; Saroyan and Miller had met during the latter’s trip to New York
in 1935 (Wicks 5).11 Miller played a direct role in Queneau’s decision to translate Saroyan,
putting the two writers in contact and even providing a copy of the book from which he worked.
Saroyan had broken out as a literary figure in 1934 with the publication of his first
collection of short stories, The Daring Young Man on the Flying Trapeze; at the time, Miller felt
“closer to him than to any other American writer” (Wicks 4). 12 Queneau wrote to Saroyan
directly at least once, as a short letter to Saroyan is in the Queneau archive of the Harry Ransom
Center of the University of Texas at Austin. Largely, though, it seems Miller played the role of
intermediary, working to convince Queneau to translate Saroyan. Some of the earliest
correspondence between Miller and Queneau mentions Saroyan, addressing one of his books that
Miller was to lend to Queneau in 1936; on 3 December 1936, Miller again brought up the
possible Saroyan translations by letter:
Dear Queneau –
Just received a letter from Wm Saroyan saying he has not yet heard from you, but that in
any case you have his permission to translate what you wish from “Inhale + Exhale.” He
is at present in Hollywood, working for the movies–to pay off some old debts. His address
is–c/o B. P. Schulberg Pictures, Inc., 5251 Clinton Street, Hollywood, Cal. The address in
San Francisco is a permanent one–it is his home. (CDRQ Cl. 41)
A month later, Miller made mention of a second volume, Three Times Three, in a letter dated 14
January 1937. This second borrowed collection contained “The Man with the Heart in the
Highlands,” which Queneau translated for the 15 April 1938 issue of Mesures, the first of his two
Saroyan translation during the period, which was also reprinted in a deluxe edition by Pierre
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Bettencourt in 1956—70 copies on vélin d’Arches—dedicated “pour le plaisir de S.M. la reine
Frederika de Grèce.” The second project, “The Sunday Zeppelin,” first published in Saroyan’s
1937 collection, Little Children, saw its French publication in the N.R.F. in March 1940.
Saroyan returned to Europe in the summer of 1939, and Queneau recalls meeting with
him during that visit. In a reminiscence dated 18 June 1949, he describes their second meeting:
Visite de Saroyan: je l’avais lu en 39 (ou 38). Conversation purement technique: choix des
premiers livres à traduire (chez Gallimard). Il part dans deux jours après avoir terminé un
texte de tant de mots. Il a l’air moins américain qu’il y a dix ans. Mais que se dire: je ne
parle plus anglais (si jamais je l’ai parlé), je le balbutie. (Journaux 670)
Apparently Queneau was not only interested in translating Saroyan for Mesures or the N.R.F.,
but also in having Gallimard acquire rights to his books for publication in translation. While
Gallimard eventually reprinted two Saroyan translations originally published by Stock, Maman,
je t’adore (trans. A. Blanchet) in 1959, and much later, Papa tu es fou!, it appears that Queneau’s
desire to have new Saroyan translations contracted by Gallimard did not lead to this happening.
There was further overlap between the triangle of Saroyan, Miller, and Queneau, as
Saroyan was listed as a member of the editorial board of The Booster, to which Queneau also
contributed. Saroyan was given the title of “Associate Editor” of the late-30s Miller-PerlèsDurrell publishing venture, alongside Anaïs Nin, Hilaire Hiler, 13 and Patrick Evans. Whether or
not Saroyan actively participated in the journal’s production is uncertain, however; according to
Craig Copetas, Saroyan claimed never to have met with Miller during his visit to Paris. 14 It is
possible that his name was attached to The Booster editorial list without his knowing, as had
been the case with other people,15 or at least without his active involvement. The Booster had,
not coincidentally, featured Saroyan’s “The Man with the Heart in the Highlands” in English in
its October 1937 issue. Saroyan briefly moved to France in 1959, buying an apartment and going
into what he referred to as “tax exile.” Queneau read more of his work into the mid-1940s,
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adding five English titles to his reading lists, which somehow include neither Three Times Three,
which contained “The Man with the Heart in the Highlands,” nor the first book Miller was to
lend him, which had to be either The Daring Young Man on the Flying Trapeze (1934) or Inhale,
Exhale (1936). This is further proof that his reading lists were not comprehensive. His lists do
however include Little Children (1937), the source of “The Sunday Zeppelin,” which he
translated for Mesures.
As to why Queneau agreed to translate Saroyan, and how the Armenian-American’s
writing fit with his literary sensibilities, the act seems to have been first and foremost a friendly
favor to Henry Miller. However, we must also remember that William Saroyan was at his peak
between 1934 and 1940; he was in fact wildly popular in the United States. As Von Richtofen
puts it, “Saroyan, one of the few writers of renown Miller had found at all sympathetic during his
1935 visit to New York, was at the crest of his popularity at the time, a genuine literary celebrity,
incomparably more famous than Miller and his shady Parisian fellowship” (I: 320). Saroyan’s
stories were prime examples of the gritty American fiction Queneau read during the 1930s,
written in a simple, matter-of-fact prose that told of brutal poverty in a familial setting or the
down-and-out drifter lost in the modern cityscape. There were similarities to Miller’s work: the
tone of the narration at times, the matter-of-fact, “that’s the way it is” attitude, but the carnal
side, the sexuality and violence that Miller exuded, was conspicuously absent. And, while
Saroyan’s star soon faded, it is quite likely that at this time, Miller was also trying to profit from
his association with Saroyan. Von Richtofen states as much: “But in the Booster years he was
still considered a celebrity and comparisons with Henry Miller–‘Both are conversational. Both
flow in a perpetual stream. Both…’–were usually aimed at letting Miller participate in Saroyan’s
reputation, not vice versa” (I: 408). While Miller’s motivation was likely a combination of the
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above, his request that Queneau read and then translate Saroyan as a personal favor, as well as
the fact that Saroyan’s stories were at the time hugely popular overseas and also distinctively
American and distinctively un-French in tone, were evidently enough for Queneau to translate
the pair of stories.

5.1 – Queneau’s Saroyan: Finding the Tone of Depression-Era America
“The Man with the Heart in the Highlands,” the first of two Saroyan short stories translated by
Queneau, was published as “L’homme dont le cœur était resté dans les montagnes” in Mesures in
April 1938. Saroyan’s prose is as always succinct, spare, conversational, and charmingly oldfashioned. In this translation, Queneau makes a few minor content modifications here and there,
often where turns of phrase typical of lower-register speech might not come across very well into
French, but for the most part, his new version recreates a feel that is quite similar to that
produced by the original syntax and rhythm of Saroyan’s story.
In his translation, Queneau pays close attention to the Americanness of the text, critically
identifying this quintessential trait of Saroyan’s own particular brand of English. Unlike in other
French translations of Saroyan’s stories, proper nouns are not altered (Johnny is still Johnny,
White River Junction is still White River Junction, the Kozaks still live at 149 East Orange
Avenue and not on Avenue des oranges); classic English-language songs retain their titles,
although translated Italian Puccini lyrics shift from English to French, as common sense would
dictate. It does become evident that Queneau’s grasp of English is slightly weaker when it comes
to the lower-register lexicon of the day: Saroyan’s characters, once again young boys, are
quintessentially Christian and polite with their speech and their slang. “Anyway, I said, I sure
would like to hear you play that song” (Special 131) becomes “Ça n’empêche pas que j’aimerais
rudement vous entendre jouer cet air” (“L’homme” 111). The affirmative emphasis of the young
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man’s “I sure would like to hear” is recreated by the use of the conditional verb + the adverb
rudement, used here with its colloquial meaning of “very much.” This would be more effective
had he not chosen the same adverb four short lines later, when the father’s “I am mighty glad to
make your acquaintance” (Special 131) is rendered as “Je suis rudement content de faire votre
connaissance” (“L’homme” 111). Any synonym in the same register would have been an
improvement (bigrement, for instance), as a lexical repetition in such proximity reads as an
intentional parallel between the son’s speech patterns and his father’s, one which is not present in
the source text. Similarly, he translates MacGregor’s “I could go for a bit of boiled gopher snake
in a big way, Johnny” (Special 133) as “J’absorberai volontiers un morceau de serpent bouilli”
(“L’homme” 116), and “I’m mighty hungry” and “I sure am hungry” (Special 134) as “J’ai
bougrement faim” and “j’ai rudement faim” (“L’homme” 117). It is perhaps this later use of
bougrement that leads him to avoid bigrement in the earlier instance.
There are several other interesting features to Queneau’s translation. First, his choice to
use the passé simple for the bulk of the non-spoken narration; one might argue that this lends too
lofty a tone to the text, which is simple and unassuming in Saroyan’s English. Second, his choice
to maintain Saroyan’s unmarked dialogs: “I said, I sure would like to hear you play another tune,
and he said, Young man, could you get a glass of water for an old man whose heart is not here,
but in the highlands?” (Special 129). Here, Saroyan’s unpunctuated, reported dialogue lends a
story-telling air to the tale, a technique which Queneau also employed in his French version,
similarly employing capital letters to signal a new spoken line within a sentence: “Je lui dis, Ce
que j’aimerais vous entendre jouer un autre morceau, mais il me dit, Jeune homme, n’auriezvous pas un verre d’eau à offrir à un vieil homme dont le cœur n’est pas ici, mais dans les
montagnes” (“L’homme” 109).
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Citing this last example leads me to question Queneau’s translation of “highlands”: either
“les montagnes,” or more specifically, “les montagnes d’Écosse.” Jules Verne had employed the
term “Highlanders” as early as 1868 in Les Enfants du capitaine Grant, in which he also
mentioned “la poésie highlandaise,” and referred to the residents of the Highlands as the
“pauvres gens des Hautes Terres.” In Les Misérables, Victor Hugo mentions the “75e regiment de
Highlanders,” in which the horn-player played a cornemuse instead of Queneau’s choice,
clairon. As such, Queneau had the option to retain this attested English borrowing, as it was
equally possible for the man’s heart to have “resté dans les Highlands.” Similarly, it is curious
that he made the decision to translate the first line the way he has, shifting the boy’s age forward
by four years. “In 1914, when I was not quite six years old” (Special 129) is written uniformly
across each early edition of the Saroyan text that I have examined, including the version
published in The Booster. In Queneau’s French, this has become, “En 1914, alors que je n’avais
pas tout à fait dix ans” (“L’homme” 109). This was not an editorial decision on the part of
Mesures, as Queneau’s hand-corrected typescript of the translation replaces six with dix as well;
as such, it was either a typo on his part (the French AZERTY keyboard, like the English one, has
the “s” key next to the “d” key, so it is common enough as far as typographical errors go), or a
conscious decision. Perhaps he felt the child too precocious and too well-spoken to be five years
old. Either way, it does not dramatically change the tale; if anything, it makes it more believable.
The second of the two Saroyan translations, “Le Zeppelin du Dimanche,” was published
in La Nouvelle Revue Française on 1 March 1940. Stylistically, it is similar to the previous
piece: it is conversational, narrated by a young boy, and written with unmarked, reported
dialogue. The tone is polite and curious, if slightly more formal than in the previous story, and
the tale is once more exceedingly American. Queneau again engages with Saroyan’s very
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particular style, and this results in a French version that has a slightly old-fashioned and rural
feel to it. Of note, he has chosen to include English borrowings to add a further American flavor
to his target text. For instance, young brothers Luke and Mark are both saving their coins: Luke
intends to order a Zeppelin from the back catalog of a magazine, while Mark uses his to buy ice
cream. Queneau retains nickel and dime, defining them on the first page via footnote. Since the
register is slightly higher, likely due to the higher social status of the family represented, he
doesn’t struggle as much with the idiomatic speech. In fact, when faced with an idiomatic phrase
such as that uttered by the older brother during an argument, “Sticks and stones can break my
bones, but names can never hurt me” (Special 182), he avoids substituting a French equivalent,
“La bave du crapaud n’atteint pas la blanche colombe,” choosing instead to engage directly with
the expression: “Les bâtons et les cailloux peuvent me briser les os, mais les injures ne me feront
jamais mal” (“Zeppelin” 321). The lexical transparency of the English idiom makes this an easier
choice, but it also serves the purpose of stretching the fabric of Queneau’s literary French by
offering a new expression to French readers.
Where Queneau does run into a few spots of difficulty in this second Saroyan translation
is with the nomenclature specific to local Christian tradition. For instance, he translates “Sunday
School” as “catéchisme,” and while the two share some overlap, catechism is generally more
Catholic than the Presbyterian church to which the characters belong. While some Protestant
churches do offer catechism, this is generally a more serious form of scripture study. Sunday
School, as exemplified in Saroyan’s story, is more targeted at young children, and is typically a
light, informal, and friendly way to indoctrinate. These sessions tend to involve a single story
and a discussion about everyday life with some moral, whereas catechism often includes
scriptural memorization and interpretation, tests, and, at least in the Catholic faith, it acts as
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preparation for one or more of the Holy Sacraments. Queneau also opts for the passé simple in
this second Saroyan translation, but here there is no question about its appropriateness: the
register is higher, and he resorts to it less frequently.
Another interesting decision visible in both of his Saroyan translations is the choice to
reproduce Saroyan’s use of emphasis italics, which are less common in French prose than in
English. He by no means reproduces all incidents of this, but does so often enough that it is
noticeable. For instance, he writes, “Luc, dis-je, allons au Bijou ensemble. Moi et toi?”
(“Zeppelin” 334), says Luc, underscoring with his emphasis the absurdity of the suggestion that
he would go to the pictures with his younger brother. Or, “Get him a drink before he falls down
and dies,” says Johnny’s father in “The Man with the Heart in the Highlands,” to which Johnny
replies, “You get him a drink” (Special 130). Here, Queneau uses both French and English
emphases: “Vas-y, toi” (“L’homme” 110), repeating the elided pronoun after the formal
inversion and italicizing the word. While Saroyan doesn’t make excessive use of this stylistic
feature and Queneau accordingly uses it even less, it is interesting to note its presence at this
juncture, as it will resurface later in our study of his translations.
In general, Queneau’s two Saroyan translations are quite good. Having spent a number of
years by this point working on popular speech in his own writing, he was well-suited to approach
Saroyan’s conversational narrators and the charming and quaint speech patterns of his characters.
He again engages in welcoming some of the étrangeté, or in this case, the Americanness, of the
setting and diction. Saroyan’s gritty but cheerful portrayal of the early decades of the twentiethcentury is as American as any literature of the period, without resorting to dialectal spelling or
accent approximations as one might find in Faulkner or Caldwell. In comparison to Hélène
Bayan’s 1955 translation of the same text for inclusion in the eponymous Del Duca collection,
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Mon cœur est sur les monts d’Écosse, Queneau better manages to Americanize the tone in his
French; Bayan’s dialog is higher in register and domesticates the text to such an extent that the
tale could be taking place in any French village. Where Queneau’s Johnny says “j’aimerais
rudement vous entendre jouer” (“L’homme” 111), Bayan’s Johnny says, “n’empêche que
j’aimerais bien vous entendre” (9). Where Queneau has M. Mac Gregor say, “J’ai bougrement
faim” (“L’homme” 117), for Bayan, Mac Gregor is simply “très faim” (17). By more actively
engaging with the particular qualities of Saroyan’s English, or, as Berman would have it, with
the violence Saroyan’s writing enacts upon his own tongue, this Other within the source writing
itself, Queneau has written a French text that better conveys how an idiomatic style lent Saroyan
such a recognizable voice in this period of American letters.
Queneau seems to have found a comfortable fit in his translations of William Saroyan.
He was able to textually engage with the nature of Saroyan’s stories in a manner that was later
effaced in retranslations by others. He demonstrates a clear understanding of what makes these
texts function, and just as importantly, of what makes them so particularly American. In his
approach to these texts, he works to bring these qualities out in a way that results in stories that
are readable and enjoyable in French, and strives to recreate for his target author a new French
version of Saroyan’s unique and unmistakable American voice.

6 – 1939: Mesures 5.3, Queneau’s Eclectic Overview of American Literature
In the years immediately preceding World War II, frustrated to not have yet earned his place
among the regular contributors of the N.R.F., Queneau nonetheless managed to find another
outlet for his literary expertise, at least in part through the assistance of Jean Paulhan. Mesures
was a French literary review published once each trimester, financed by Henry Church, a
wealthy American, with an editorial committee comprised of Church, Bernard Groethuysen,
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Henri Michaux, Jean Paulhan, and Giuseppe Ungaretti (Lécureur 209). The first issue of Mesures
was published in January 1935. The April 1938 issue included Queneau’s first translation of
Saroyan. By 1939, Queneau was well acquainted with Church, and had been invited to his home
several times. In May 1939, Church suggested that Queneau direct an issue of the journal to
appear the following July, “Année 5 no. 3,” which was to be a feature on American literature.
Queneau was paid two installments of 1000 francs and further paid for the translations he
himself contributed. On top of this, as Lécureur states, “Henry Church confie aussi certaines
notices à Raymond Queneau, tout en lui recommandant de bien se démarquer de celles des
anthologies pour éviter les accusations de plagiat. Queneau semble ainsi en avoir rédigé plusieurs
[…]” (209-10). Other section notes were provided by the other translators and the journal’s
editors; as to the mention of plagiarism, this was likely a suggestion on Church’s part to avoid
material, both textual and biographical, that was circulating in other such anthologies. Although
it is not confirmed, it stands to reason that the notes Queneau provided accompanied the authors
he himself translated.
Queneau translated eight sections in the collection, out of a total of twenty-four. He also
edited one further text, originally written in French, and contributed two translations to the
dossier of poems by Wallace Stevens, alongside other translations by Pierre Leyris and Marc Le
Templier. What is of greatest interest to us for our purposes is what Queneau selected for this
collection, as it offers an interesting snapshot of his interests in American literature at this
particular time. While we cannot be certain whether Queneau himself selected all of the pieces
for this issue of Mesures, it stands to reason that if Church was paying him to guest edit, a
reasonable amount of the onus was on him to produce an overview of American literature that
was in keeping with what he saw as important. His longest and most literary contribution to this
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issue of Mesures was Miller’s “Via Dieppe-Newhaven,” which I have examined in the section of
this chapter devoted to Miller.
In understanding Queneau’s goals for the project, the first place we must turn is the brief
note that opens the issue. It is uncertain to whom this quote should be attributed, whether to
Queneau as guest editor, or to Church and his regular editorial team. While it is fairly general, it
does offer a few insights into the intentions of the project:
Que le lecteur n’attende pas un tableau fidèle et complet des Lettres américaines. Tel
écrivain s’est vu écarter parce qu’il était trop célèbre, tel autre parce que Mesures avait déjà
publié quelqu’une de ses œuvres; tel autre encore, parce que la traduction l’avait trahi. Il
nous a simplement paru qu’à défaut d’être complet l’ensemble que l’on va voir était
suffisamment vivant, digne d’intérêt et, sur plus d’un point, surprenant. Nous l’aurions
volontiers appelé–si le mot n’était légèrement prétentieux–la ressource américaine.
(Church et al., intro note, 2)
All uncertainty as to its provenance aside, the first thing this note does is to state outright that
there was no editorial intention of compiling a comprehensive history of American Letters. After
all, even in Les Écrivains Célèbres, the massive three-volume collection that Queneau later
directed for Mazenod (1951-1952), many writers had to be left out or mentioned only in passing.
With his issue of Mesures, what he seems to have intended was a collection that was first of all
unlike others published in France in recent years, and secondly, that demonstrated his broad
knowledge of American writing and the widely varying views and distinctions it contained. As
such, the selection of American texts published in this issue of Mesures is diverse, and while it
also culminates in very contemporary writing, it is notable because of its chronological
expansiveness. Queneau provides an overview that spans two and a half centuries, ranging from
an excerpt of Cotton Mather’s The Wonders of the Invisible World (1693) to hyper-contemporary
work by the likes of Henry Miller and William Carlos Williams. His sundry selection of
translations for this issue includes work by Cotton Mather, Saint John Crèvecoeur, Walt
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Whitman, Vachel Lindsay, Hart Crane, Miller, Marianne Moore, Wallace Stevens, and William
Carlos Williams. Other contributions were translated by Pierre Leyris, noted French translator of
William Shakespeare and William Blake, who contributed versions of work by Benjamin
Franklin, John Paul Jones, and Emily Dickinson, as well as a single poem for the Wallace
Stevens dossier. The rest of the issue was rounded out with additional translations by Fernand
Auberjonois, Ph. Dally, Germain Landier, Marc Le Templier, and Jeanne de Wronecki.
As Federici notes, “The cultural aim was predominant in these translations; it followed
Pound’s idea that culture must now be international […] The translations were given to the
audience as a means of keeping it abreast with current trends in international literature” (104).
The diachronically expansive variety of texts Queneau selected for the volume showcases his
wide interest in Anglophone literature, and positions fragments of culturally significant early
American writing alongside nineteenth-century classics such as Whitman and representatives of
the new American writing of the 1920s and 1930s. As to his predominant sources for his
selections, several are likely. A note appended to the back of the publication states, “Miss Silvia
Beach, de Shakespeare et Cie, à Paris, nous a aidés de sa science et de ses conseils. Qu’elle
trouve ici notre reconnaissance et nos remercîments” (Church et al., 380). Sylvia Beach was still
in 1938-1939 the proprietor of the famous bookstore, which she continued to operate until it
closed its doors during the Occupation in 1941. William Carlos Williams’s In the American
Grain (1925), a modernist collection of critical writing and an unusual assemblage of historical
American texts, also played the role of a sourcebook. For example, beyond translating William’s
“The Advent of the Slaves” from the collection, Queneau has also drawn from this book the
material for Leyris’s translations of Benjamin Franklin’s “Avis à ceux qui songent à émigrer en
Amérique” and “A bord du Sérapis” by John Paul Jones. The former appears in Williams’s
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collection under the title “Poor Richard” (144-53), the latter appears in a slightly longer form as
“Battle Between the Bon Homme Richard and the Serapis”) (158-73). There is also evidence on
a single page of notes for the project preserved at the CDRQ that Leyris and Queneau shared a
copy of Williams’s book, where Queneau has written, “retrouver traductions Marianne Moore /
traduire Hart Crane / [illegible] poème Williams / plus tard Leyris me passera WCW (Slaves –
and Cotton Mathers [sic]) / A la Nationale, lettres du Père Rasle – id[em] Cotton Mathers [sic]”
(CDRQ Cl. 145). The page also lists other potential selections which have evidently not been
retained, or which were perhaps rejected because “la traduction l[es] avai[ent] trahi[s],” a
possibility suggested by the introduction. These included “Fenimore Cooper / Why not?” and
“Gertrude Stein” (CDRQ Cl. 145). Although these faint project notes do not offer much in the
way of definitive information, they make it clear that Queneau was not satisfied to rely on
William’s Against the Grain entirely, but intended to examine letters by some of the figures
mentioned in Williams’s work at the Bibliothèque Nationale.
As to other ideas on potential sources, and this specifically for the more contemporary
pieces in the collection, it is quite possible that, via Henry Miller, Frank Dobo, or Sylvia Beach,
Queneau was able to peruse copies of the first three or four New Directions in Poetry and Prose
anthologies published by James Laughlin during the period preceding the special issue of
Mesures. There are a number of overlaps between Laughlin’s collection and the selection
assembled by Queneau. For example, in 1936, Laughlin included four authors Queneau would
select for his own overview of American writing: New Directions in Poetry and Prose 1936
contained Wallace Stevens’s “A Thought Revolved,” Marianne Moore’s “See in the Midst of
Fair Leaves,” William Carlos Williams’s “How to Write,” “Perpetuum Mobile: The City,” “A
Face of Stone,” and two excerpts from Henry Miller’s Black Spring (“Into the Night Life” and
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“Jabberwhorl Cronstadt”). Likewise, the 1937-1939 New Directions anthologies again featured
Miller and Williams, and mentioned that In the American Grain was to be re-released by New
Directions. Similar to this, Queneau may have discovered some of these authors in Eugene and
Maria Jolas’s contemporary review transition, which had only recently published its final issue
in Spring 1938; he had contributed an excerpt of Chêne et chien to the Winter 1937 issue. His
reading lists also show that he read several anthologies and critical works of contemporary
American poetry in 1938 and 1939. While we can be certain of the effects of Williams’s book on
Queneau’s selection process, and can suggest further contributions from Beach, Miller, Laughlin
via his annuals, or Jolas via transition, any further connections as to the particular interest that
selections may have held for him will be discussed within their individual sections.

6.1 – Mesures: Father Du Poisson
As he often did, Queneau dipped into the archives of the Bibliothèque Nationale for some of his
earliest American selections. An interesting example of this is the inclusion of an excerpt from
the Jesuit priest Paul Du Poisson’s account of his voyage up the Mississippi River in 1727,
which Queneau reworked from the original French version found in Lettres édifiantes et
curieuses, écrites des missions étrangères, volume six of a twenty-six volume series of historical
travel writing compiled by Charles Le Gobien and published in Paris between 1702 and 1776.
The editorial decisions he made in the preparation of this text are preserved among his drafts for
the Mesures translations. While he did not translate this 18th century text in the typical
interlingual sense, he edited it heavily; in keeping with his notion that written French and oral
French were no longer the same language, it is easy enough to argue that in an expanded sense of
translation such as Berman’s traduction généralisée,16 he translated it from eighteenth century
French into a more readable contemporary French for his modern day readers. He excised certain
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paragraphs in order to focus on the more adventuresome details of the narrative, and to preserve
the ambiance of the piece, he maintained most of the 18th century spellings and grammar,
although certain changes have been made, especially to the typography. For instance, he has
substituted the contemporary “connaissance” for “connoiſſance,” “bâteau” for “vaiſſeau.” He has
replaced the ampersand with the conjunction “et,” added accents, replaced the left-over Medieval
esh (ʃʃ) with “ss,” removed the medial S, and added and removed commas. The resulting text
preserves much of the eighteenth-century flavor but enhances the readability for his modern
audience. In a note at the beginning of this text, he indicates that it has been excerpted from a
longer work, but is not specific about the modifications that have been made in its preparation.

6.2 – Mesures: Cotton Mather
Queneau may have discovered Mather’s “Curiosities” via William Carlos Williams, who
reproduces these texts on pages 101-104 of his In the American Grain. Queneau’s selection
focuses on a sensationalist topic he assumed might interest French readers of his day: witchcraft.
The two excerpts he selected were from the “Curiosities” section of The Wonders of the Invisible
World (1693), pp. 104-107. The Mather text does offer certain creative opportunities to Queneau
as a translator, such as unusual lexical items which should have led him to philologically or
etymologically seek out equally unusual solutions, but he largely chooses to remain in the realm
of attested lexicon and classic grammatical structure. For instance, Mather makes use of the
charming derivation “to invisibilize,” as in “Yet one would wonder how the Evil Spirits
themselves can do some things; especially at Invisibilizing of the Grossest Bodies” (106).
Queneau renders this more flatly as “On s’étonne pourtant que les Mauvais Esprits soient
capables de faire de telles choses; notamment de rendre Invisible les Corps les plus Massifs”
(“Merveilles” 25). He has also avoided finding stylistically similar ways to recreate certain of
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Mather’s antiquated turns of phrase. For instance, in a scene where a bewitched person is
assaulted by a spectre, he opts to rework Mather’s syntax and sidestep certain of his antiquated
lexical choices to privilege legibility for his French readership. For example, Mather writes:
At last, in her miseries, giving a Snatch at the Spectre, she pull’d the Spindle away; and it
was no sooner got into her hand, but the other people then present, beheld, that it was
indeed a Real, Proper, Iron Spindle, belonging they knew, to whom; which when they
Lock’d up very safe, it was nevertheless by Daemons unaccountably stole away, to do
further mischief. (106)
While Queneau’s translation conveys the sense of this passage, it also replaces Mather’s
somewhat quirky period diction with a more conventional classic French syntax and lexicon:
A la fin, dans l’extrême de ses peines, elle essaya de saisir le Spectre et elle lui arracha son
fuseau, et il ne fut pas plus tôt dans sa main que les autres personnes alors présentes purent
constater que c’était en vérité un Réel et Véritable fuseau en Fer, appartenant à une
personne qu’elles connaissaient; lequel fuseau, bien que soigneusement mis sous clé, fut
inconcevablement volé par les Démons pour commettre d’autre méfaits. (“Merveilles” 25)
On a semantic level, Queneau conveys the episode. Interestingly, the tone he chooses to employ
astutely mirrors that of the conte de fée, as if borrowed from Charles Perrault or Charles Nodier.
This suggests that he saw a parallel in the dark French conte and the strange apparitions and
events found in Mather’s accounts of the Salem Witch Trials; we might see this as commentary
on the part of a writer who, though an atheist for much of his life, was going through a period of
spiritual confusion in the years leading up to and including World War II. He may have read the
Puritanical Christian’s tales in the same light as the European folk tales and fantasy stories of the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. In any case, while the story that is presented is adequately
“surprenant,” as promised in the introductory note, Queneau shies away from attempting to
reproduce Mather’s halting, antiquated rhythm. In the above passage, he correctly renders
Mather’s dated use of “but” in the second line, but he flattens lexical choices such as “Snatch”
(saisir), and smooths out the syntax of certain passages, for instance replacing “belonging they
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knew, to whom” with “appartenant à une personne qu’elles connassaient).” In modifying the
style of the text, he moves the piece toward a diachronically appropriate tradition of French
literature: Mather’s text reads as might a supernatural tale from the same period written in
French, albeit without the typographical and orthographical markings of the era or the more
curious lexical and grammatical anomalies of the sort that occur in the source text. Finally, while
he has modernized the physical presentation of the text to meet publishing standards expected by
the readers and publishers of his day, he has also resisted the temptation to overtly shift forward
the style and tone of the text in hopes of maintaining the illusion of period authenticity.

6.3 – Mesures: St. John de Crèvecoeur
Queneau’s translation of J. Hector St. John de Crèvecoeur is a two-page excerpt from the aptly
titled Letters from an American Farmer, describing certain provincial situations, manners, and
customs, not generally known; And Conveying Some Idea Of The Late And Present Interior
Circumstances Of The British Colonies In North America. Written For The Information Of A
Friend In England, by J. Hector St. John, A Farmer In Pennsylvania. It seems a curious choice
for translation, considering that Crèvecoeur himself translated the work in 1784, publishing an
expanded three-volume edition under the title Lettres d’un cultivateur américain, écrites à W. S.
Ecuyer. However, Queneau’s selection demonstrates the breadth of his research and readership,
as the letter from which he excerpts, while it is considered a key literary artifact in America and
has been abundantly anthologized, does not exist as such in Crèvecoeur’s French edition.
The letter Queneau translates, “Letter III–What is an American?,” does not appear as
Letter III in St. John de Crèvecoeur’s expanded French edition, although parts of it do appear in
“Tome II” under the heading “Esquisse.” The initial page and a half of Queneau’s translation
does not appear in “Esquisse,” whereas the second page and a half appear in a slightly different
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form. His selection, and indeed the version written by Crèvecoeur in “Letter III,” convey a
stronger force of pride and conviction than the longer “Esquisse,” which includes more
divagations and disconnected anecdotes. Of “Letter III” itself, which is twenty-six pages long in
its original form, Queneau selects only a few key paragraphs: two long paragraphs from page 32,
and one very long paragraph that stretches from the bottom of page 33 to the top of page 35.
Evidently he felt that the crux of Crèvecoeur’s text was to be found in these brief excerpts, which
include the passage that gives his selection its title: “Qu’est-qu’un Américain.” A fitting
selection for an overview of American literature that attempts to define the question itself.
Crèvecoeur argues that Americans, while originally descended from Europeans, are no longer
Europeans; that the many European countries that have constituted their origins are now
seamlessly blended into one new race; that there is no reason for an American to feel he has any
ties to a European nation that offered him little or nothing; and that unlike Europe, in America,
every man will own land and have no trouble feeding himself with hard work.
Crèvecoeur’s prose is more straight-forward that Mather’s, and Queneau recreates it
without much difficulty. There are still unusual turns of phrase in this text that he has chosen to
simplify for his general readership, but his goal seems to have been to convey the gist of the
letter and render it in a fairly formal French, only slightly simpler and more contemporary than
that used by Crèvecoeur in his 1784 translation. By simplifying and modernizing the style, the
tone is altered, but the text is also made more accessible. In his English version, Crèvecoeur digs
deep in choosing adjectives to describe the descendants of the various European countries living
in the United States: “from this promiscuous breed, that race now called Americans has arisen,”
and “they exhibit a most conspicuous figure in this great and variegated picture” (32). Queneau’s
version is more conventional: “De ces multiples origines est sortie la race que l’on appelle
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maintenant américaine,” and, “Ils apportent quelque chose d’éminent et de digne dans ce grand
et varié paysage” (“Américain” 59). Although one might argue that some of the period charm of
the American-naturalized Frenchman’s style has been effaced, the resulting text is in keeping
with the general introduction Queneau hoped to provide. He also makes it known he is aware of
certain particularities of the author’s style, stating in the introductory note to the piece, “Nous
avons, dans la traduction, respecté le style parfois hesitant de cet auteur” (“Américain” 58).

6.4 – Mesures: Walt Whitman
Queneau selected two short prose pieces by Walt Whitman for Mesures: the first, a brief excerpt
from Democratic Vistas; the second, a two-page letter originally published in November Boughs.
As Whitman had by 1939 been widely translated into French, it is likely that Queneau sought
pieces that were particularly American while also being neglected texts from Whitman’s backcatalog. Although he read Whitman’s Democratic Vistas in the original English in 1944, and
more works by Whitman throughout the 1940s, his reading lists indicate only one Whitman title
prior to the publication of Mesures: the French translation of Œuvres choisies: Poèmes et proses
published by the N.R.F. in 1918. This he notes reading in April 1921; it includes translations of
Whitman by key figures of French letters such as Jules Laforgue, André Gide, and Valéry
Larbaud. In this 1918 volume, Larbaud also translates Whitman’s Democratic Vistas, but only in
part. Whereas in Whitman’s Collected Prose, the source for Queneau’s translation, the full text
runs from page 203 to page 258, Larbaud’s translation is greatly reduced: he selects paragraphs
from pages 210, 211, 215, 216, and 254. Interestingly, Queneau must have been taken enough
with Larbaud’s translation that he sought out the original, as his translation is also a greatlyreduced excerpt, but is instead drawn from pages 229-232.
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In the excerpt from Democratic Vistas, Whitman examines the word “democracy” itself,
and looks at America and Americans from two different viewpoints, moving from the general to
the individual, relating “being” to “nature.” This piece has a distinctly metaphysical bent that
was well-suited to Queneau’s interests. Whitman makes use of an expanded vocabulary that
Queneau renders, at least in sense if not in style: “and be genteel and proper,” for instance, or
“numerous congeries of conventional, over-corpulent societies” (Whitman 230) both lose some
of their flowery charm, rendered as, “être convenable et distinguée” and “pour des sociétés
complexes, conventionnelles, et obèses” (“Deux” 100-101). The courtly southern charm of
“genteel” is replaced by Queneau’s more standard choice of “convenable,” and the verbose and
alliterative masterpiece of “congeries of conventional, over-corpulent societies” is less
flamboyant in Queneau’s accurate but more conventional rendition.
In approaching this more content-heavy philosophico-historical text, Queneau downplays
the poetic prowess of Whitman’s prose and focuses on delivering the content in a readable,
literary French. If the goal was simply to convey the opinionated content of Whitman’s text, the
translation is semantically accurate and adequately expresses its author’s particular viewpoint.
However, though this is not a Whitman poem, the writing is still stylistically elaborate and it is
likely that the idiolectal flavor of his prose could have been better conveyed without making it
too obscure for a literary French audience.
The second piece, “The Spanish Element in our Nationality,” is Whitman’s call for
awareness and inclusivity, in which he touts the qualities of Americans of Hispanic descent, as
well as America’s original descendants, the Native American tribes. In “L’Importance de
l’élément espagnol dans la formation de notre nationalité,” Queneau reaches a little further in his
efforts to recreate Whitman’s style and lexical variety. For example, Whitman’s second
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paragraph begins with, “The seething materialistic and business vortices of the United States, in
their present devouring relations, controlling and belittling everything else” (386). Queneau, in
turn, writes, “L’effervescence matérialiste et le tourbillon des affaires aux États-Unis dévorent,
contrôlent et diminuent actuellement tout le reste” (“Deux” 103). Compared to the first Whitman
text, here his recreation is closer to recreating the verbosity than it was in the previous text, even
if the word choice is slightly more restrained. All in all, it is necessary to keep in mind the goal
of these translations in Mesures. We can safely assume that it was his intent to convey a variety
of opinions on the subject, from a number of eras and just as many points of view. If he chose to
avoid opening the door to overtly creative recreations of archaic and unconventional syntax and
lexicon, and decided not to treat these more historical and epistolary works as literary texts in
need of an engaged reproduction of systemic traits, then the manner in which he has conveyed
them is suitable to his aims.

6.5 – Mesures: Vachel Lindsay
Queneau notes first reading Nicholas Vachel Lindsay’s Collected Poems in February 1939.
While this section falls under the purview of poetry, it also differs slightly from the other poems
included in Mesures in that Lindsay’s poems more specifically take the form of songs. Queneau
was no stranger to adapting poetry to song, although this project predates much of his work in
that domain. According to a Le Monde piece on Queneau and the chanson,17 one hundred and
thirty of his poems were adapted to music over the years, but for the most part, this came after
the success of Si tu t’imagines, Juliette Greco’s breakthrough recording in 1950. Perhaps what
appealed to his taste was that Lindsay was known more as a performer than a writer, and was
popular for his Vaudeville-style declamations, which mirrored Queneau’s tastes for orality and
humor. Furthermore, as stated in the intro note in Mesures, “Plus qu’aucun autre poète de son
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temps, il a essayé d’élever au rang de demi-dieux et de personnages mythiques les principales
figures de l’histoire des États-Unis, de Lincoln à Barnum” (“Chemin” 142).
Queneau chose two of Lindsay’s songs, both from his Collected Poems published by
Macmillan in 1925: “The Santa-Fé Trail (A Humoresque),” and “General William Booth Enters
into Heaven.” As is the case with the other poetry included in the volume, the original English
text is provided below the translation. Also translated are Lindsay’s musical indications, such as
“To be sung delicately to an improvised tune” or “To be sung or read with great speed”
(“Chemin” 143). Both songs are written with a playful rhythm and rhyme scheme; Queneau
works to recreate the playfulness of these pieces without reproducing each set of rhymes.
Sometimes he turns to internal rhymes when he is unable to preserve an end rhyme. Overall, the
two translations showcase Queneau’s playful side, and can be considered a pre-cursor of his later
work with the poem-song form.

6.6 – Mesures: Hart Crane
Queneau appears to have discovered Hart Crane just in time for the Mesures project. His reading
lists show that he stayed relatively current with American and English writing, and this was even
more true after he began as reader at Gallimard in 1938, but the Mesures project seems to have
busied him with discovering new writing for potential inclusion. He notes reading two volumes
of Crane’s work: first, White Buildings (1926) in February 1939, then The Bridge (1930) in May
1939, two months before the special issue’s publication. Between these two source readings, he
supplemented his research by reading Philip Horton’s biography, Hart Crane: The Life of an
American Poet (1937). His selection of Crane’s work is pulled from White Buildings, and
includes three poems, “The Wine Menagerie,” “North Labrador,” and “Passage.” 18 The
introductory note states, “Dans The Bridge (1930), [Crane] voit dans le Pont de Brooklyn le
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mythe de toute la civilisation américaine. Disciple de Whitman, voisin de Rimbaud, influencé
par Eliot et par Stevens, Crane s’est montré le plus ambitieux, et souvent le plus obscur, des
poètes américains modernes” (“Ménagerie” 162.)
Queneau carefully parallels Crane’s precise language and syntax, and although this can at
times lead to difficulties when translating verse, his recreations are quite effective. Crane only
rhymes sporadically, but Queneau maintains this unfixed rhyme scheme in his translation. More
important is his attention to word choice and timing, as Crane crafts meticulous lines with a
mixture of the unexpected and the conventional. As an example, in the first piece, “Ménagerie du
vin,” Crane opens a stanza with: “Against the imitation onyx wainscoting / (Painted emulsion of
snow, eggs, yarn, coal, manure) / Regard the forceps of the smile that takes her” (“Ménagerie”
164). Queneau’s translation, while it staggers the rhythm of the third line, hits with a similar
precision and feel: “Contre les lambruis imitation d’onyx / (Peinte emulsion de neige, œufs, fil,
charbon, fumier) / Regarde le forceps, sourire qui la prend” (“Ménagerie” 164). As a whole, his
translations of Hart Crane are insightful, as he seems to have an innate understanding of the
timing and precision Crane writes with. It is fortuitous, on a lexical level, that Queneau himself,
in both poetry and prose, enjoys surprising the reader by blending the casual and the formal, the
general and the particular, the mot savant and the parler populaire. Queneau often sought to
incorporate lexicon from a variety of non-literary sources; this method of generalized translation
involved repurposing language and ideas from other domains for a stylistics born of
combinatorial experimentation. In a certain sense, although their writing careers followed very
different paths, he seems to have found a like mind in his American contemporary Hart Crane.

261

6.7 – Mesures: Marianne Moore
As he had with Crane, Queneau traces Marianne Moore’s lineage to T.S. Eliot, noting that the
American-turned-British poet had provided the preface to Moore’s 1935 Selected Poems. He is
adamant as to the role played by Eliot in contemporary Anglophone poetry, writing, “Ce nom
seul suffit à indiquer dans quelle famille poétique il faut placer Marianne Moore, dont
l’originalité demeure cependant incontestable” (“Poèmes” 300). While Queneau later delved
further into her writing, reading two volumes in 1958, he first read the Faber collection of her
work in April of 1938, not long before beginning to prepare for the Mesures collection. More so
than in previous examples, the introductory note has an analytical bent, in which he mentions
“les deux aspects les plus ‘gros’ de sa poésie, dont le caractère didactique et insolent ne se laisse
pas facilement réduire par une analyse rapide” (“Poèmes” 300). From this same Selected Poems,
he chooses four poems for translation: “Poetry,” “The Monkeys,” “To a Snail,” and “Silence.”
Moore’s work shifts back and forth from descriptive flights of fancy to a citational style
that reflexively comments on the nature of poetry and art. More than with other examples we
have seen, here Queneau often takes the time to stretch poetic language as Moore has, and as he
later would in Petite cosmogonie portative, blending the vocabulary of the sciences and the
natural word with more literary topoi: “Contractility” he renders with the uncommon contractile,
he preserves chrysoprase, and shifts the uncommonness of the plural noun, “the hairy carnivora”
to a less common adjective, “les carnivores velus” (“Poèmes” 305). Queneau engages with
Moore’s complex style; perhaps, as with his translations of Crane, this more developed stylistic
engagement stems from the fact that he is liberated from the strains of engaging with foreign
syntax in the translation of modern poetry. His translation culminates in a charming line that
years later, after the foundation of the Oulipo, must have resonated even more for the translator:
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“Les sentiments les plus profonds apparaissent toujours dans le silence: / non, pas le silence: la
contrainte” (“Poèmes” 308).

6.8 – Mesures: Wallace Stevens
Wallace Stevens also seems to be a late addition to Queneau’s project, as his first noted reading
of the poet’s work was Harmonium (1923), which he indicates reading in May 1939, only
months before the collection was released. However, as Stevens is mentioned as a point of
reference in the short introduction to Hart Crane’s work, we can glean that he was a poet of some
standing in Queneau’s eyes. The description of Stevens in the brief introductory note does indeed
place him on a pedestal of sorts: “Wallace Stevens, dans sa Tour d’Ivoire, est aux États-Unis le
représentant le plus prestigieux et le plus obstiné de la ‘poésie pure’” (Queneau et al., “Poèmes”
330). Of this five-poem dossier, Queneau contributes two translations, “Désillusion de dix
heures” and “L’Empereur de l’ice-cream,” while others are translated by Leyris and Le
Templier.
Standing out in the very title of the first translation is Queneau’s decision to borrow the
English “ice cream” instead of translating it with a common French synonym such as glace or
crème glacée. This option has been the route taken by other French translators of Stevens, which
is the case in the current in-print French edition of Stevens’s Harmonium, translated by Claire
Malroux. Let us briefly examine the different effect this gives across three versions:

Call the roller of big cigars,
The muscular one, and bid him whip
In kitchen cups concupiscent curds […]
The only emperor is the emperor of ice-cream (Queneau et al., “Poèmes” 334)
Appelez le rouleur de gros cigares,
Le musclé, et demandez-lui de fouetter
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Dans des bols de faïence du caillé concupiscent […]
Le seul empereur est l’empereur de la crème glacée (Stevens, trans. Malroux)
Appelez celui qui roule de gros cigares,
Le musclé, et commandez-lui de fouetter
Des laits libidineux dans des bols de cuisine […]
Le seul empereur est l’empereur de l’ice-cream. (Queneau et al., “Poèmes” 334, trans.
Queneau)
In the second line, Queneau replaces the quadruple alliteration of “kitchen cups concupiscent
curds” with an alternating alliteration, “Des laits libidineux dans des bols” (Queneau et al.,
“Poèmes” 334, my emphasis). The effect this creates is quite striking, and comes closer than
Malroux’s “caillé concupiscent,” which only offers the pair of initial [k]’s. But it is the
borrowing of “ice-cream” that is his most effective choice, twinning Stevens’s rhythm although
displacing the match somewhat: in English, “emperor-of ice-cream,” in French, “l’empereur de
l’ice-cream.” As far as sonority, his translation truly sings in places: for example, “Sur lequel elle
broda jadis des queues de pigeon-paon,” where the undulating alternation of vowels builds a
delightful rhythm. Stevens’s tight, succinct lines have been slightly drawn out in the French
recreation, and yet overall, Queneau’s efforts are strong, and his willingness to translanguage in
this particular instance leads to a much stronger poem in French.

6.9 – Mesure: William Carlos Williams
Queneau read a good deal of Williams’s work in the year leading up to the Mesures project. He
began in November 1938 with The Great American Novel (1923), and followed this over the
next few months with Kora in Hell (1920), The Complete Collected Poems (1906-1938), and In
the American Grain (1925), a sourcebook for the earlier sections of the Mesures issue. Williams,
as stated in the introductory note to the section, “est un de ceux qui sont le plus efforcés de
détacher l’Amérique de la vieille Europe” (“Textes” 360). Indeed, in this, Williams is exemplary
264

in helping Queneau to posit an “Americas” that stand firmly and resolutely on their own two
feet, having fully severed the age-old chains that tethered them to Europe.
In this final selection of the anthology, Queneau has opted to include a selection of poems
drawn from the Complete Collected Poems:1906-1938, as well as the short prose text “The
Advent of Slaves,” from In the American Grain (1925). He opens the Williams section with four
poems, “The Flower,” “Spring and All,” “Complete Destruction,” and “Light Hearted William.”
Indeed, it is as if this split between poetry and prose is intended not only to demonstrate
Williams’s range as a writer, but to offset the weight of “The Advent of Slaves” by opening with
these much gentler, airier poems. Because there is no doubt about it: Williams’s “The Advent of
Slaves” is a complicated and difficult text, especially taken outside of the context of his entire
volume. But if In the American Grain was intended to expose the hidden underbelly of the
history of the Americas, beginning all the way back at Eric the Red at the end of the tenth
century and reaching forward all the way to Poe in the mid-nineteenth, it was unthinkable to do
so without touching on the topic of slavery. Queneau clearly agreed with Williams on this.
Williams puts the slave ships in opposition to the Mayflower, suggesting that what has
allowed the African American to survive in the new world is adaptation to Christianity. These
conclusions could (and surely have) been debated ad nauseam. From there, he turns to a topic
that was sure to be of interest to Queneau, focusing on the “living quality” that he sees in African
American speech, providing examples from African Americans with whom he is acquainted,
whether friends or patients. The “loquaciousness” Williams describes is problematic for
translation into another tongue, as the speech patterns he reproduces are particular to time, place,
and social class. He does not turn to phonetic spellings, elisions and truncations, as Faulkner
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would soon after. But there is a particularity to the speech he describes that is very difficult to
convey in translation:
Language grows in the original from his laughing lips, “You know that bloom of youth
stuff,” his shy crooked smile, weary, slow, topping his svelt figure, his straight, slim six
feet of willowy grace, dropping from the shoulders, smiling sleepy eyes. “White blood and
colored blood don’t mix,” said he nursing his injury, “Doc, I got a hemorrhage of the
FLUTE,” he said. “Cocaine for horses, cocaine for mules, IN THE TRENCHES!” he yelled
as I removed the bandage. “I’m going to feed this to the ducks,” he said. The relief is never
ending, never failing. It is water from a spring to talk with him—it is quality. I wish I might
write a book of his improvisations in slang. I wish I might write a play in collaboration
with him. (Williams 210-11)
Indeed, how to capture this very particular tone in translation? And Williams’s manic rhythm as
he describes the scene? Queneau’s translation parallels Williams’s imagery very closely, and this
results in a hesitancy, almost a sluggishness in its French rendition:
Le langage pousse tout nouveau contre ses lèvres riantes… “Vous connaissez cette fleur
de belle gosse?...” son sourire timide et tordu, las, lent, tout en haut de son svelte corps, six
minces pieds de grâce arborescente, les épaules légèrement voûtées, des yeux sommeillants
dans leur sourire. “Le sang des blancs et le sang des noirs ne se mélangent pas,” dit-il en
soignant sa blessure. “Docteur, j’ai une hémorrhagie du TUYAU” dit-il. “De la cocaïne
pour les chevaux, de la cocaïne pour les mules, dans les TRANCHÉES” hurle-t-il tandis
que j’enlève les bandages. “Je crois que je vais donner à manger aux canards,” dit-il. Ça ne
s’arrête jamais, ça ne rate jamais. C’est de l’eau qui coule de source, sa conversation…
c’est quelque chose. Je voudrais pouvoir écrire un livre avec toutes ses improvisations
d’argot. Je souhaiterais écrire une pièce en collaboration avec lui. (“Textes” 375-76)
First of all, this passage is decidedly longer in French. Sometimes it takes additional space to
express something in translation, and French is often slightly longer than English in a translated
passage. And yet, in coming across, some of the immediacy seems to have dissipated, the flood
of language has slowed in spots to a trickle. Admittedly, some of the individual phrases in the
French work more efficiently than others. For instance, “six minces pieds de grâce arborescente”
is a charming formulation, and the outside bracketing of the two nouns by the two adjectives
adds an unconventional feel to the phrase that injects some vitality into the run of qualifiers.
“Des yeux sommeillants dans leur sourire” is also a smooth turn of phrase, replacing the simpler
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“smiling sleepy eyes.” The weakest point is clearly “c’est quelque chose” for “it is quality,”
especially seeing that “quality” is a word that Williams has repeated again and again throughout
the text: c’est quelque chose gives little of the admiration and respect Williams is expressing.
Queneau manages to convey much of the text’s sense on a semantic level, but there is a
force and a uniqueness that he has been unable to recreate. The admiration Williams feels is
critical to the effectiveness of “The Advent of Slaves,” as without it, there is little to offset some
of the darker moments of the text. Perhaps this is simply an untranslatable feature of culture, of a
culture particular to America in a specific time and place, but then again, perhaps there was a
way in which he could have better engaged with the étrangeté of William’s prose in this
instance. Excised from the context of Williams’s In the American Grain and inserted instead into
a collection that, in spite of its similarities, is very different project, it is easy enough to argue
that this was a difficult note on which to end his Mesures anthology of American literature.

7 – 1946: Peter Ibbetson by George Du Maurier
Despite the eruption of the Second World War, Queneau continued to establish himself as a
regularly-published author during the four years of hostilities. In fact, after a year-long gap in
1940 that saw only the publication of his second Saroyan translation in the pages of the N.R.F.,
each year of this period saw the publication of a new book with Gallimard. Les Temps Mêlés, aka
Gueule de Pierre II, was released in November 1941, Pierrot Mon Ami followed only months
later on 28 April 1942, his poetry collection Les Ziaux was published on 5 July 1943, and Loin
de Rueil was released late in 1944. In the middle of these four projects, he also found the time to
translate George Du Maurier’s Peter Ibbetson.
“C’est un film qui a fait connaître en France Peter Ibbetson, dont voici la première
traduction” (Ibbetson n.p.). Thus begins Raymond Queneau’s “Note du Traducteur,” printed
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before the fictitious “Introduction” written by the narrator’s cousin, Madge Plunkett. Despite it
having first been published in England in 1891, it was indeed through the 1935 Henry Hathaway
film starring Gary Cooper and Ann Harding that Queneau and his contemporaries discovered
George Du Maurier’s great classic, Peter Ibbetson. The film was released in France on 4
February 1936. As Lécureur puts it, “Grâce à son adaptation cinématographique, il avait
découvert ce roman en 1937 et l’avait ensuite relu trois fois, en 1938, 1939 et 1940” (304-05).
Queneau notes at least two of these readings in his lists: he first read it in July 1938, followed by
Du Maurier’s Trilby in August, and then Peter Ibbetson again between June and September
1941. It most certainly caught his attention, enough for him to bring the book up in an editorial
meeting with Gallimard in July 1938: “Peter Ibbetson, de Georges Du Maurier, doit aussi trouver
[…] de très nombreux lecteurs en France. C’est un livre étonnant qu’il faut traduire” (Lécureur
224). However, it was not until the summer of 1941 that he undertook its translation: more
specifically, he produced his first draft between 8 June and 15 September 1941, and took it up
again on 5 October 1941. The manuscript also notes that revisions took place in April and May
1942. However, delayed by the War, the final version was not published by Gallimard until 25
April 1946.19 He also read biographical works on Du Maurier in 1941 (by Martin Wood) and
1942 (by Felix Moscheles). As further evidence of his life-long appreciation for this book, his
reading lists note that he re-read his own translation of the novel not once but twice, in 1969 and
1973.
Queneau mentions both the book and the project in his journals; in a journal entry for 2021 August 1948, he notes, “Continué Peter Ibbetson et Henry James” (Journaux 625), whose
Notebooks he was reading at the time. This mention, well after the publication of the translation,
surely relates to the fact that he also adapted his own translation for the theater and radio:
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La pièce radiophonique adaptée du roman par Raymond Queneau fut diffusée le 23 avril
1949 sur les ondes de la Radio Nationale (durée: 1h45), dans une réalisation de JeanJacques Vierne. La critique réserva à cette diffusion un bon accueil, comme en témoignent
des articles parus dans Radio Revue (24 avril 49) et Combat (26 avril 49). La pièce fut
rediffusée plusieurs fois par la suite. (Longre 103) 20
Since he was traveling in Italy during this period, his journal dates are poorly maintained and the
reading lists are quite minimal. This shows either a greatly reduced amount of reading (three
titles) or that he was too busy to read during the trip. He also notes discussing Peter Ibbetson
with André Gide in Italy that Monday, 23 August (Journaux 626). In any case, it is clear from
his repeated engagement with Du Maurier’s novel in film, English, French, and radio adaptation,
that it is notable among the texts he translated: out of the entire corpus, it is the work that shared
the most overlap with his own thematic predilections.

7.1 – The Dreamer and the Dreamed: Science, Psychoanalysis, and Metaphysics
Queneau was deeply enthusiastic about Du Maurier’s novel. It intersects with several of his
primary interests, a key part of a literary and philosophical arc that spans from well before his
writing career to at least the mid-1960s. Even if the time that elapsed from his initial reading to
the publication of the translation is a period of just over eight years, his discovery of Du
Maurier’s book seems to have been preordained, seeing how smoothly it integrated his past
reflections and, as we will see in Chapter Six, some of the sources for his earliest literary
experimentation. Federici comments:
Thus, although Queneau officially justified his decision to translate the novel by envisaging
a potentially large readership for the content, it is very probable that his interest in the
theme of dreams directed his decision […] Lécureur presents the event as it must have
appeared: the readership’s interest would have represented Queneau’s justification for
introducing a novel that, in reality, attracted him greatly. (105)
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Federici understates the primordial place of dreams in Queneau’s work. As we have seen in
Chapter One, Queneau’s interest in psychology and psychoanalysis predates his brief foray into
Surrealism in the late 1920s; in fact, he had begun reading on psychoanalysis around the time of
his eighteenth birthday in 1921 (Clancier, Raymond 16). From what little he has written on that
period, and from what we can extrapolate from his veiled portrayal of the Surrealist group in his
novel Odile, the psychology of dreams and the unconscious was perhaps the strongest connection
between his aesthetic and that of Breton and his group. Indeed, by the autumn of 1928, his
diaries switched from a short-hand account of the day’s events to a dream log and attempts at
self-analysis; this pursuit lasted until January 1932. Eventually giving up on the possibility of a
successful self-analysis, he began regular analysis sessions with an analyst in 1932, and “avait
suivi les leçons de psychiatrie du Professeur Claude (à l’Hôpital Sainte Anne) et les cours des
psychanalystes Adrien Borel et Jacques Lacan” (Clancier, Raymond 21). Although he was
openly skeptical about automatic writing, it is clear that he believed dreams to hold many
personal questions and answers that were worth exploring.
While the psychology of Freud and others form the starting point for his personal
analytical investigations in his journals during this period, he also had a predilection for the
metaphysical writings of René Guénon, the French Traditionalist scholar whom he also began to
read in 1921, and whom he would continue to read over and over again until the year of his death
in 1976. Some of Guénon’s work also led him to inquiries about dreams; for instance, in 1932—
and nine more times over the following forty-two years—he read Guénon’s Les états multiples
de l’être, of which Chapter VI is entitled, “Considérations analogiques tirées de l’étude de l’état
de rêve.” If we further consider his interest in theoretical science, especially where it concerned
advances in time theory by thinkers such as Henri Bergson and Albert Einstein during the late
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19th and early-20th centuries, it becomes evident that he found in the intersection of these themes
the possibility of tracing a line that connected a variety of seemingly disparate elements that
made up his encyclopedic interests. He had already experimented with these interconnected
themes in Le Chiendent, as we will later discuss in Chapter Six. Chronologically, his translation
of Peter Ibbetson can be seen as the half-way point between Le Chiendent in 1933 and Les
Fleurs bleues in 1965, which was considerably more overt in its investigation of the relationship
between dreams, time, and history.
Les Fleurs bleues addresses the paradox of “the dreamer and the dreamed,” as described
by the parable cited in Queneau’s “Prière d’insérer”: “Tchouang-tseu rêve qu’il est un papillon,
mais n’est-ce point le papillon qui rêve qu’il est Tchouang-tseu?” (Œuvres III, 1522). Du
Maurier’s Peter Ibbetson approached the subject from a different angle, exploring the possibility
of lucid dreaming. The connection between the two novels is made overtly by Claude Roy, who
penned the quatrième de couverture for Gallimard’s L’Imaginaire-series reprint of the
translation:
Georges du Maurier n’avait peut-être pas lu ce philosophe chinois qui, en s’éveillant d’un
songe, se demandait s’il était Tchaoung Tzen rêvant d’être un papillon, ou un papillon qui
rêvait d’être Tchouang Tzen. Mais comme chacun de nous, surtout dans les moments où la
vie ne tient pas ses promesses, il devait se demander si la “vraie vie” ne pouvait pas être
parfois celle de l’envers: cet envers du rêve qui consolerait de l’endroit des jours. (Queneau,
Ibbetson 1996, back cover)
The connection is unmistakable; thanks to Roy, the quatrième de couverture of Queneau’s
translation of Peter Ibbetson and the Prière d’insérer to his novel Les Fleurs bleues employ this
same paradox to denote the dual oppositional nature of Cidrolin and the Duc d’Auge in the latter,
and the opposition between the waking life and the dreaming life in Peter Ibbetson.
In Peter Ibbetson, Du Maurier tells the story of Peter and Mary, two intimately-connected
childhood friends raised in Paris who are unexpectedly reunited years later as adults in London,
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and instantly fall in love. Circumstance separates them, but through lucid dreaming or “dreaming
true” (“rêver-vrai,” as Queneau translates it), they find a way to live out the rest of their days
together. While Queneau’s use of dreams in Le Chiendent is deeply buried in the very framework
of the novel, in his translation of Peter Ibbetson, which uncoincidentally lands just prior to his
exploration of dreams in Loin de Rueil (1944), he was able to explore the metaphysical and
psychological themes that so fascinated him.

7.2 – Lofty Literary French for a Lofty Literary English Novel
Peter Ibbetson is Queneau’s most successful and consistent book-length translation. Unlike the
first two books of his translation catalog for which he was not the sole translator, as the work
was in a large part that of his wife Janine, and unlike the third book-length translation of Sinclair
Lewis’s novel, this project involved a literary text that was of deep personal interest to him. He
adored the novel and wanted to do it justice, desiring to offer to a new French readership a great
literary discovery in a form that expressed all of the charm and delight that he had found in the
original. Du Maurier’s novel is written in an eloquent late-nineteenth century English that is
well-suited to being recreated by way of a classic literary French; while its themes are
unconventional, for the most part the writing is stylistically very traditional. We must also take
into consideration that by this time, Queneau had been writing professionally for over a decade,
and had been involved in literary translation in some capacity for nearly as long. His experience
and comfort level as a writer of varied styles would have been that much higher by this time.
Also, by 1942, the year he revised the translation, his English had improved thanks to his studies
during his military mobilization, and through the new focus brought about by his role as the
English reader at Gallimard. He also seems to have become more serious about literary
translation during this project, taking the time in April 1942 to read Veslot and Banchet’s
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translation manual, L’art de traduire: Les traquenards de la version anglaise. Thanks to a
combination of these factors, the resulting translation is notably stronger than his earlier efforts.
Queneau’s translation retells Du Maurier’s story, elegantly managing to recreate its
internal rhythm and fluidity. While his French is agile and bubbly, it coincides quite neatly with
Du Maurier’s late-Victorian English. He engages with Du Maurier’s insertions of languages
other than English–mostly French–and he succeeds in bringing across the sense of wonder, the
anguish of love, the thrill of discovery, and the heady weight of nostalgia that make up the best
qualities of Peter Ibbetson. Because of the English-French background of the author, and the
cross-channel nature of the story, we can also consider his translation of Henry Miller’s text from
Aller Retour New York as having acted as a training exercise for this next book-length project.

7.3 – Typographical Traces: Du Maurier, Queneau, and the Use of Italics
Queneau’s Peter Ibbetson is an excellent translation. His choices are revealing, as there are
always multiple ways to translate a text, and very different translations can be considered
excellent, depending on their goals. For a first example, let us consider a complex set of
interrelated problems that we can best access through Madeleine Velguth’s one complaint about
the target text. The issue she raises lies in the manner in which he deals with Du Maurier’s heavy
use of italics for emphasis. She states that typically, emphasis in English is effectuated through
the use of the tonic accent, and many English writers will mark these words or phrases through
the use of italics to indicate this emphasis. In French, however, such emphasis is commonly
denoted by the use of stylistic repetition, such as the “moi, je,” or indicated syntactically with a
turn of phrase such as “c’est… qui/que” (Velguth 265). Her greatest criticism of Queneau’s
translation lies in the fact that he chooses to reproduce the italics of the English text in his French
version. For her, this stands out because of:
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[…] la grande quantité de mots en italique que contient ce texte. Relevons un exemple
parmi des dizaines. George Du Maurier écrit: “My Mare d’Auteuil, where I spent so many
hours, is the Mare d’Auteuil of Louis Philippe, unchangeable except for such slight changes
as will occur, now and then, between the years 1839 and 1846” (407), ce que Queneau
traduit de façon bien littérale: “Ma mare d’Auteuil, où j’ai passé tant d’heures, est la mare
d’Auteuil de Louis-Philippe, inchangée à l’exception de quelques légères modifications
qui auront lieu de temps en temps, entre les années 1839 et 1846” (329). Or, dans l’œuvre
romanesque de Queneau, l’italique d’insistance est très rare; auteur, il aurait sans doute
écrit: “Ma mare d’Auteuil à moi” et “qui auront nécessairement lieu.” (265-66) 21
Velguth’s insight here comes from a place of privilege, seeing as she not only edited posthumous
Queneau publications in French, but herself translated several of his works into English. She
does allow that this method suits the target text within dialogue, “où elle nous fournit un exemple
saisissant de la sensibilité de Queneau aux effets de rythme” (266). Although she has framed her
analysis around Berman’s list of textual deformations to avoid in literary translation, which is an
approach that aims to embrace the étrangeté of a source text by targeting the letter and the
textual body of a text to be translated, she seems reluctant to engage with this vision for
translation when it comes to confronting the étrangeté of punctuation and syntactic convention.
It is my contention that in his translation of Peter Ibbetson, Queneau has done exactly
what Berman might have suggested, given the circumstances. It is precisely the “grande quantité
de mots en italique” used by Du Maurier that leads me to this stance: if they were employed less
frequently, to a degree more in keeping with the very occasional and irregular use we see of them
in English prose, it would indicate that they were being used as an ordinary syntactic tool of
English. In such a situation, I might be convinced that an equivalent tool of French would be
most appropriate. However, in Peter Ibbetson, the sheer volume of italics lends a very particular
feel, rhythm, and even appearance to the text, taking on the role of an individualized stylistic
feature. What’s more, this excess use of italics is not only prevalent in Peter Ibbetson, but in Du
Maurier’s two other novels, Trilby (1894) and The Martian (1898). I do not argue here that this
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is a stylistic trait specific only to Du Maurier, but instead that it was a stylistic method much in
fashion at the time. We only have to look to the work of his close friend Henry James to confirm
this. Furthermore, Du Maurier’s use of emphasis italics lends a very oral feel to the text, helping
to create the illusion that the story is being related aloud by the protagonist and narrator. By
working to recreate this in his French version, Queneau shifted his text toward an orality-based
accentuation that, if it was not common in French writing of the time, would have interested him
as a possibility for a stylistic effect well-suited to his research into néo-français and orality.
Prior to writing Peter Ibbetson, his first novel, Du Maurier had worked as a journalist, a
cartoonist, and a painter. His good friend Henry James was a clear influence on his literary
undertakings, as, according to Deems Taylor, while “walking one night in High Street,
Bayswater, with Henry James, Du Maurier offered his friend an idea for a novel” (Du Maurier
xi). James politely declined the offer, but encouraged him to write it himself, and Du Maurier
went home and set to work on Peter Ibbetson. With such an inspiring mentor, it is of little
surprise that we can find this similar stylistic trait in the work of both authors. Indeed, the regular
use of emphasis italics can be found across their shared literary production. For example, “[…]
that pond of ponds, the only pond” (22), writes Du Maurier, doubling both the singularity and
expansiveness of the Mare d’Auteuil located in the Bois de Boulogne near his childhood home.
Or, “And then what business had she, in this, my particular dream–as she herself had asked of
me?” (211). Similarly, and just one example of many, in The Americans (1877), James employs
the same technique: “You think so, but you wouldn’t,” says Mr. Tristram. “You wouldn’t have
had time. You’d always mean to go, but you never would go. […] Italy’s the place to see
pictures; wait till you get there. There you have to go […]” (James 22).
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Although the use of italics for emphasis is less common in French than in English, this is
not to say they have never been employed in this way in French writing. Quite the contrary: “Je
voyais avec son idée le ciel bleu et le travail fleuri de la campagne” (Rimbaud 181), writes
Rimbaud in his prose poem, Une saison en enfer, in 1873, one of over a dozen usages of italics
for emphasis in his text. In the present case, Queneau’s decision to retain a large quantity of
italicized words in the target text would have two effects: first, it would help to recreate a rhythm
of thought particular to the authorial voice of the source text narrator, allowing for a more similar
rendition of this narrator’s personal manner of communicating the world; and second, by
embracing the étrangeté of a language element that is decidedly more common in a language that
is not French, he could further contribute to the expansion the toolbox of literary French by
successfully demonstrating the potential to be found in this additional method of expression.

7.4 – Translaguaging in Peter Ibbetson: A Compounded Stylistic Confusion
Queneau’s decision to replicate the use of emphasis italics is not free of problems, however. The
difficulty lies in the fact that in Du Maurier’s English text, there are two separate and distinctive
uses of italics. Du Maurier was bilingual, as he was raised in France, and since the first sections
of the novel are largely autobiographical, 22 there is a considerable use of French language in his
English text. This is also often the case with the work of Henry James, who himself spent many
years in Paris, and novels such as The Americans function in a very similar way. This
translanguaging was relatively common in the literature of cosmopolitan London in the late
nineteenth century, but as a literary effect, it is even more visible in Du Maurier’s work.
Accordingly, a portion of the italics are used to denote emphasis, while the rest are used for the
insertion of non-English lexicon, which ranges from single-word insertions to full sentences and
even poems and songs in French. In Du Maurier’s original, the two different usages of italics can
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often be found in close proximity, sometimes even within the same sentence. For instance: “In
the avenue I have mentioned (the avenue, as it is still to me, and as I will always call it), there
was on the right hand, half the way up, a maison de santé, or boarding-house, kept by one
Madame Pelé […]” (Du Maurier 24). In the source text, the difference is readily understood
because of the evident shift to non-English lexicon. In Queneau’s French version of this passage,
he opts to instead capitalize the definite article, reserving the use of italics for Du Maurier’s
French lexical insertion, only leaving it in French: “Dans l’avenue que j’ai mentionnée
(L’Avenue, comme je l’appelle encore et comme je l’appellerai toujours), il y avait à main
droite, à mi-chemin, une maison de santé, ou pension de famille, tenue par une certaine Mme
Pelé […]” (Ibbetson 28). By inserting a gloss, “ou pension de famille,” he avoids any possible
confusion as to whether the maison de santé is an example of emphasis italics or a lexical item
that was in French in the original.
This potential ambiguity poses less of a problem when the foreign insertion comes from a
language other than Queneau’s target French, and Du Maurier’s text contains many examples.
Queneau reproduces these in his translation without hesitation, as it is a writing practice with
which he is already quite comfortable from his own work: Italian from Rossini’s The Barber of
Seville [“Ecco ridente il cielo”] (Ibbetson 135), for instance, or fragments from Dante [“Per me
si va tra la perduta gente!”] (126). German terms like “Weltschmertz” (101) and
“Selbstschmerz” (139), fragments of Latin [“Sunt lacrimœ rerum, et mentem mortalia tangent”]
(151) or Greek [“Ανάγχη! Ανάγχη! Ανάγχη!”] (70).
Queneau approaches Du Maurier’s particular blend of English and French in several
ways. When the bilingualism is contextually motivated, and the source text clearly presents a
citational instance of English, he tends to retain that English. For instance,
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“I got up and looked over the boy Gogo’s shoulder. He was translating Gray’s Elegy into
French; he had not got very far, and seemed to be stumped by the line—
‘And leaves the world to darkness and to me.’” (Du Maurier 213)
In this situation, as the citational motivation is clear, he is able to preserve the English fragment,
translating the passage as,
“Je me levai et regardai par-dessus l’épaule du petit Jojo. Il traduisait l’Élégie de Gray en
français; il n’était pas allé très loin et semblait arrêté par le vers:
‘And leaves the world to darkness and to me.’” (Ibbetson 175)
And yet, in other instances, whether in dialogue or narration, Queneau has chosen to leave the
French insertion in French, and has employed the italics as a marker. At times, this risks the
instance of foreign lexicon being confused with emphasis italics. On the same page as the
previous example, the dialog moves back and forth between French and English, and also uses
italics for emphasis. Du Maurier’s English text reads:
“Regarde Médor, comme il remue la queue! C’est le Prince Charmant qui lui chatouille le
bout du nez.”
Said my mother, who had not spoken hitherto: “Do speak English, Mimsey,
please.” (213)
In Queneau’s target text, the emphasis to the latter part of Mimsey’s utterance is stacked and thus
confounded with the italics used to denote that the speech was in French in the source text:
“Regarde Médor comme il remue la queue! C’est le prince Charmant qui lui chatouille le
bout du nez.”
Et ma mère qui n’avait pas encore parlé jusque-là: “Parlez donc anglais, Mimsey,
je vous prie.” (Ibbetson 175)
In the case of lexical insertions that are not as visibly motivated, there is a similar risk of
confusion between the two possible indications that a reader may receive from the use of italics.
Queneau has taken an initial precaution in his translation, footnoting the first occurrence of this
italic-denoted translanguaging: “1. Les mots et phrases en italiques sont, le plus souvent, des
citations faites dans la langue originale, en général le français (N.d.T.)” (Ibbetson 17). This is
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one of only five footnotes included in the French edition, and the only one that is marked
specifically as coming from the translator, whereas the others are used to translate notes attached
to the original edition, editorial comments made by the fictitious cousin Madge Plunkett who has
organized the found-manuscript device Du Maurier has employed in the framing of his novel.
With his choice of wording in this note, Queneau demonstrates the ambiguity of the role played
by italics in the text: “le plus souvent” leads the reader to believe that any preserved emphasis
italics are words or phrases initially spoken or written in French, which is not the case.
There are a number of different ways for a translator to approach this problem. If the
translator agrees that the heavy use of emphasis italics is a stylistically motivated technique
particular to Du Maurier, and that as such, even though they are not conventionally employed in
French prose, they must be engaged with in order to maintain a rhythm and diction particular to
this author, it becomes necessary to find a method with which to differentiate these emphasis
italics from the other use of italics in the novel. In Peter Ibbetson, they are also used to mark
translanguaging and the insertion of citational elements into the text. Given that the linguistic
element being denoted in the majority of these instances involves the use of French within a text
being translated into French, it is worthwhile to consider the possibility of inverting this
relationship. Evidently, if the narrative dictates that, in a given situation, the speech must be
French, then so it must be. But in many other circumstances, this duality could be reversed to
accommodate the insertion of English into the French target text. This is possible in situations
where it would be reasonable for the characters to speak in English, or for the narrator to think in
English, and especially during the sections of the novel that are set in England. For example, in
Du Maurier’s source text, when the narrator interrupts the flow of his otherwise English
reflections with a phrase such as “Quelle dégringolade!” (107), it is perfectly conceivable, seeing

279

that he is a bilingual character who has by this point been in England for a considerable amount
of time, that instead of the French text reading, “‘Quelle dégringolade!’” (Ibbetson 92), he might
interrupt his French reflections with “What a fiasco!”
During the narrator’s description of the protagonist’s uncle, Colonel Ibbetson, an
interplay between languages is crucial not only to the tone and feel of the novel, but the
development of the cosmopolitan characters who inhabit this Pan-European time and place. As
Du Maurier writes it,
Colonel Ibbetson could do a little of everything—sketch, […] quote De Musset—“Avezvous vu dans Barcelone/Une Andalouse au sein bruni?” He would speak French whenever
he could, even to an English ostler, and then recollect himself suddenly, and apologize for
his thoughtlessness; and even when he spoke English, he would embroider it with little
two-penny French tags and idioms: “Pour tout potage”; “Nous avons changé tout cela”;
“Que diable allait-il faire dans cette galère?” etc.; or Italian, “Chi lo sa?” “Pazienza!”
“Ahimè!” or even Latin, “Eheu fagaces,” and “Vidi tantum!” for he had been an Eton boy.
It must have been very cheap Latin, for I could always understand it myself! He drew the
line at German and Greek; fortunately, for, so do I. (85)
In this source-text fragment, the translanguaging between four languages is motivated by its role
in describing the Colonel’s verbal mannerisms; even the use of German and Greek does not seem
out of place, as both have already appeared in the text in different instances. In bringing those
translanguaged fragments across into French, Queneau needs only add italics to the terms in the
enumeration of the “two-penny French tags and idioms,” as they are reflexively referenced,
which informs the reader of the switch and establishes this language within the language. It
stands to reason, of course, that Musset’s verse appears in French. The shift toward the étrangeté
in the source text is noticed by the reader, even if it isn’t experienced:
Le colonel Ibbetson savait un peu de tout: dessiner, […] citer Musset: Avez-vous vu dans
Barcelone/Une Andalouse au sein bruni? Il parlait français aussi souvent qu’il le pouvait,
même à un valet d’écurie anglais; il s’apercevait ensuite soudain de son erreur et s’excusait
de sa distraction; même lorsqu’il parlait l’anglais, il l’agrémentait de locutions et
d’expressions françaises de deuxième zone: Pour tout potage, nous avons changé tout cela,
que diable allait-il faire dans cette galère, etc., italiennes: Chi lo sa? Pazienza! Ahimé! ou
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même latines Eheu fugaces et Vidi tantum! car il avait été à Eton. Ce ne devait pas être du
latin bien relevé car je le comprenais toujours! Il s’arrêtait à l’allemand et au grec,
heureusement, car moi non plus je n’allais pas plus loin. (Ibbetson 76)
A few paragraphs later, however, things take a more problematic turn when the Colonel turns to
English verse, and the specifics of his English utterance are detailed:
He did his work well; but of an evening he used to drink more than was good for him, and
rave about Shelley, his only poet. He would recite “The Skylark” (his only poem) with
uncertain h’s, and a rather cockney accent—
‘ ‘Ail to thee blythe sperrit!
Bird thou never wert,
That from ‘eaven, or near it
Po’rest they full ‘eart
In profuse strains of hunpremeditated hart.’” (Du Maurier 85-86)
Whereas in the source text, the short quote from the French poet Musset appears in French, the
longer, accent-inflected opening cinquain of Shelley’s “To a Skylark” is presented in an
orthographically modified English. In Queneau’s translation, Musset remains in French as well,
while a dissimilarly modified version of Shelley’s stanza is presented in French:
Il faisait bien son travail; mais le soir il avait l’habitude de boire plus qu’il n’en pouvait
supporter et délirait sur Shelley, le seul poète qu’il connût. Il récitait l’Alouette (le seul
poème qu’il connût) avec des h incertains et un accent plutôt cockney:
“Salut à toi gai-z-esprit
Tu n’ fus jamais un z-oiseau
Toi qui là-haut dans l’ ciel
Exprimes ton ââme
En riches épanch’ments d’un art sans apprêt.” (Ibbetson 77)
The particular problem here is the form of Queneau’s orthographic modulation. Seeing that the
Colonel is an Eton-educated Londoner, the cockney accent that comes out when he has been
drinking is tied to his upbringing; the elision of actual h’s coupled with the over-aspiration of the
final unnecessary h, and the orthographic stretching of the vowels, is reflective of a recognizable
pattern of speech that defines class and place. Although Queneau has been careful to modify the
same words in his reconstruction of the stanza, he has substituted a definingly French trait that is
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discordant with the Colonel’s backstory and personality: his use of unnecessary liaisons (sandhi)
denotes a lower-class oral phenomenon that is particular to French. While the cockney dialect of
English is typical of working-class East Londoners, the shift towards this French modification
produces a different sort of affectation altogether.
The decreased overall number of translanguaging instances in Queneau’s target text may
have been in some part due to editorial pressure from Gallimard, or a simple decision on his part
to open the text up to a wider French readership by avoiding the potential stumbling blocks of
translanguaged writing. And yet, his decision not to replicate the same quantity of
translanguaging as found in Du Maurier’s English text suggests that he did not find it appropriate
to experiment in his literary translations to the same degree that he felt comfortable doing so in
his own writing. Seeing that the translanguaging of fragments of Italian, German, Latin, and
Greek were acceptable for the target text, consistency of choice suggests that a parallel usage of
English in Queneau’s French translation would provide the most similar reading experience to
that of Du Maurier’s French-laden source text. After all, the cosmopolitanism of late-nineteenth
century London and Paris was not a unilateral exchange, and this polyglossia was not only a
social norm among certain classes, but a way of life. What is more, Queneau’s French-language
Shelley risks being contaminated by his use of this same method in his own writing, as the faulty
liaison of the Colonel’s Shelley, “Salut à toi gai-z-esprit / Tu n’ fus jamais un z-oiseau,” would
have almost certainly reminded his regular readers of the same pattern found in the speech of his
character Loulou Doumer; in his previous novel, Loin de Rueil (1944), published less than two
years prior to the appearance of his Du Maurier translation, he makes extensive use of this oraltinged manipulation to denote the lower social register of his character Loulou. For instance, “Et
pourquoi que je n’essaierais pas d’y aller toute seule? Moi-z-aussi je veux-z-être riche et
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hhonorée” (Œuvres III, 75). It seems that here he has also retained one of the h’s missing from
the Colonel’s cockney recitation.
Queneau’s translation of Peter Ibbetson satisfies many of the criteria set forth in
Berman’s description of non-ethnocentric translation. I disagree with Velguth’s complaint
regarding the replication of Du Maurier’s original emphasis italics, as I feel that the
appropriation of this Anglophone punctuation tool for use in his translation is in fact closer to
Berman’s ethics of translation, and it is also in keeping with his own linguistic interests. Where
the use of translanguaged fragments sourced from languages other than English or French
functions smoothly within the project’s aims, he seems to have judged that either readership or
publisher would have balked at a substitution approach to the translation of Du Maurier’s
French-English translanguaging. This results in the effacement or concealment of much of the
principal translanguaging in the source text, an intentional stylistic decision motivated by the
overtly bilingual mindset of the character, which is painstakingly constructed in the source text
through the simultaneous use of both English and French.
The impact of this project on Queneau’s literary career is undeniable. It is often possible
to demonstrate how his translation projects are connected to his overall body of work and
overlap with a number of his literary, cultural, and political interests, and on certain occasions,
materials from his translations would later appear in his own fiction through acts of rewriting; I
will briefly address local-scale examples of this repurposing of materials from his Wallace and
O’Sullivan translations in Chapter Six. However, the effects of Peter Ibbetson on Queneau’s
later work are far more visible. Years later, in writing Les Fleurs bleues (1965), he explored
further dream-related possibilities for fiction. As Federici points out, the theme of Du Maurier’s
novel “would become the central one of Les Fleurs bleues” (104). As he further notes,
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The position of [Peter] while dreaming recalls Cidrolin’s rituals in Les Fleurs bleues. Du
Maurier seems to depict how to enter into the realm of dreams as a “first step” to joining
reality to “rêve.” The passage could well belong to Les Fleurs bleues, where Queneau
exploited the theme by taking it to its logical conclusion: the impossibility of differentiating
between dream and reality. (105)
Further to this, Alain Calame argues that Peter Ibbetson is an important link in the conceptual
construction of Les Fleurs bleues. For Calame, who spoke on the subject with Queneau in 1969,
the citational practices in play in Les Fleurs bleues and, indeed, the “fleurs bleues” themselves,
are Queneau’s development of an idea drawn from Jorge Luis Borges’s essay, “La flor de
Coleridge” (1945), which Queneau read in French in Enquêtes in 1957 and again while writing
Les Fleurs bleues in 1964. For Calame, the pertinent takeaway of this short essay is the
equivalence Borges establishes between a flower given as a token of admiration and a citation,
finding this metaphor rewritten in three different works across time. As he puts it,
“L’instauration de l’équivalence fonctionnelle fleur – citation, qui, chez Queneau aboutira à la
substitution” (32). Furthermore, according to Calame, in expanding on the link between
Coleridge’s flower and its double, the citation, Queneau draws from Peter Ibbetson:
Lors de leur premier rêve partagé, la duchesse de Towers promet à Peter, le narrateur, de
lui faire parvenir, dès le lendemain, une enveloppe contenant quelques violettes et cette
phrase: “Parva sed apta. A bientôt.” Autrement dit: une citation – une fleur latine de
rhétorique, accompagnée de fleurs réelles, de violettes, fleurs odoriférantes par excellence.
Et le message arrive, au jour dit. Nous voyons là le dispositif fleur-citation dans toute sa
splendeur. (31)
In considering these reflections, we can relate the development of both form and content in
Queneau’s 1965 novel to his 1946 translation of Du Maurier’s Peter Ibbetson. If the parallel
themes and shared blurb comments aren’t enough of a clue, Calame’s insightful essay allows us
to posit Les Fleurs bleues as being Queneau’s literary response to an earlier project that had a
great impact on him. In a way, Peter Ibbetson, having entered Queneau’s body of work through
his role as translator, became personal material for rewriting, and Les Fleurs bleues, while very
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different in its make-up and abounding in further source materials, is thus in certain ways a
sequel to or expansion of George Du Maurier’s Peter Ibbetson.

8 – 1953: L’ivrogne dans la brousse by Amos Tutuola
L’ivrogne dans la brousse was Queneau’s final published literary translation. According to his
reading lists, he first read Amos Tutuola’s work in the English in May 1952, beginning with the
author’s first published book, The Palm-Wine Drinkard and His Dead Palm-Wine Tapster in the
Dead’s Town (1952). He later read three more novels by Tutuola, My Life in the Bush of Ghosts
(1954) in 1954, Simbi and the Satyr of the Dark Jungle (1955) in 1955, and Feather Woman of
the Jungle (1962) in 1963, but prior to this, he undertook a French translation of the Nigerian’s
first novel, which Gallimard published in 1953 as a part of their by then long-running series “Du
Monde Entier.” This would be his final foray into literary translation, as after 1953, his work
with translation shifted toward script and dialogue translation for the cinema, and adaptation and
translation for the radio. However, as we will see in Chapters Five and Six, his use of translation
and related processes in his writing continued on throughout his career.
According to Queneau’s single-page translator’s note, he was introduced to Tutuola’s
novel by the prolific translator Jean Rosenthal, author of dozens of translations for Gallimard,
including science fiction (Isaac Asimov, Fredric Brown), literature (Henry Miller, John Dos
Passos), and over 40 titles for the Série Noire between 1950 and 1967. Lécureur suggests that
Queneau’s “goût pour la poésie le porta tout naturellement à traduire une œuvre curieuse,
mystérieuse et envoûtante” (425). As noted at the end of his translation drafts, he produced at
least two “versions” of the translation, indicating two dates as either starting or ending points: 24
October 1952 and 8 November 1952. 23
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8.1 – Néo-français, Foil for a “Young English”?
Dylan Thomas described Tutuola’s Palm-Wine Drinkard in a review published in The Observer
on 6 July 1952: “This is the brief, thronged, grisly and bewitching story, or series of stories,
written in a young English by a West African,” wrote Thomas, “about the journey of an expert
and devoted palm-wine drinkard through a nightmare of indescribable adventures” (7). Tutuola’s
“young English,” as Thomas put it, exploded into what A. Afolayan referred to as “lively literary
politics” (193), some siding with Thomas, but others, principally in Nigeria, coming out against
it for various reasons. As Federici puts it,
Both detractors and supporters focused on his use of English: Thomas called it “Young
English”, his detractors considered his English as imperfect. Both in the criticism and in
Thomas’s praise, it is easy to see why Queneau was interested in Tutuola: the Nigerian
writer adopted an experimental use of language, sharply criticized society, and produced a
description of reality through an innovative diegesis. (105)
In Queneau’s thinking on the French language, as he had explained in his essays, this would not
have been a case of “imperfect” English, but rather the use of another English. One adeptly
suited to describing the world and imagination of Tutuola’s Yoruba-inspired tales. There are
many particularities of language in Tutuola’s writing that can be seen as neither correct nor
incorrect–they simply are. Thomas recognized these details as an interesting facet of Tutuola’s
writing: “The writing is nearly always terse and direct, strong, wry, flat and savoury; the big, and
often comic, terrors are as near and understandable as the numerous small details of price, size,
and number; and nothing is too prodigious or too trivial to put down in this tall, devilish story”
(7). Thomas’s “young English” quote appears on the jacket copy for the American edition
published in 1953 by Grove Press. However, the edition Queneau read two months before this
review, according to his lists, was the true first edition published by Faber & Faber in the spring
or summer of 1952.24

286

Tutuola’s novel was a wonderful fit for Queneau’s interests, as the Nigerian’s use of
language opened up many possibilities for his investigations into non-standard lexicon and
syntax in translation. We can see Queneau’s 1939 efforts to translate the representation of
African-American orality in William Carlos Williams’s “The Advent of the Slaves” as an early
training exercise in preparation for rendering Tutuola’s distinctive style. There are noticeable
differences between the two, and yet in both cases he faced the conundrum of how best to
recreate a written representation of a highly regionalized and socio-culturally-inflected prose that
broke from grammatical conventions of the literary standard of the source language. After the
science-infused verse of Petite cosmogonie portative in 1950 and the quirky tale of Valentin Brû,
Le Dimanche de la vie, published by Gallimard on 15 February 1952, Queneau’s translation of
The Palm-Wine Drinkard was his last major publication until the arrival of his break-through
novel, Zazie dans le métro (1959), the culmination of his work with néo-français. From this fact
alone, we know that non-standard language was still very much on his mind at the time, although
the success of Zazie dans le métro signaled a change in direction for Queneau that can be seen as
directly leading to the formation of the Oulipo in 1960.
There were other aspects of Tutuola’s novel that must have enthused him beyond his
typical linguistic concerns, and chief among these is the ethnographic side to the project. The
translation was a first of its kind in several respects. As Duny puts it, it was important for
“l’accès qu’il donne à un continent mal connu et à sa littérature écrite naissante” (21). After all,
Tutuola’s novel was among the first major Nigerian novels published in English, arriving before
Cyprian Ekwensi’s People of the City (1954) or Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (1958).
Furthermore, according to certain scholars, Queneau’s translation of The Palm-Wine Drinkard
was the first French translation of a novel from Nigeria. As Françoise Ugochukwu writes,
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Tout a commencé, avant même l’indépendance du pays, avec la publication, en 1953, de
la traduction française, par Queneau, de l’ouvrage sorti peu avant mais déjà célèbre de
Tutuola: The Palm-Wine Drinkard – L’ivrogne dans la brousse. Ce premier travail sera
suivi de bien d’autres, mais il va falloir attendre 1966 pour que paraisse, prémices d’une
moisson, Le Monde s’effondre d’Achebe. (151)
The publication of The Palm-Wine Drinkard also marked a transition in Nigerian writing. As
Bade Ajuwon explains, the founding of the University College of Ibadan in 1948
led to the shift in the literary style from the fantasy tradition to realism, was the persistent
calls from scholars for a change. Demands were made, for example, at learned
conferences, journals and newspapers [in Nigeria] urged the shift to realism […] Yoruba
writers of the time reacted appropriately, eliminating the fairies in favor of human
characters, omitting the animal-to-human conversation found in the non-realistic
literature. (312)
Leaving aside discussion as to whether this westernizing shift was or was not desirable or
“appropriate,” as Ajuwon put it, the fact was that Tutuola predated this shift in Nigerian literary
stylings, and as such, offered Western readers a taste of the “art brut” of this “Afrique [qui]
‘bouge,’” as Gallimard’s back-cover copy promised the reader.
Queneau had long been interested in ethnology and ethnography, due at least in part to
his close friendship with Michel Leiris, whose first visit to Africa took place in the early 1930s,
around the time that he and his wife Zette were closest with Raymond and Janine Queneau.
During this period, Queneau also occasionally contributed to Georges Bataille’s new antiSurrealist review Documents, as did Leiris, which as early as its first issue in April 1929 sported
the masthead “Doctrines, archéologie, beaux-arts, ethnographie.” And indeed, we can be certain
that he discussed the ethnological ramifications of Tutuola’s novel with Leiris, and perhaps some
of the Franco-African substitutions he employed in his translation, because he thanks Leiris for
his assistance in the translator’s note appended to the first edition of his translation, equally
thanking noted French ethnologist and sociologist Georges Balandier, and John Harris, a
librarian at the University of Ibadan in Western Nigeria. Finally, Queneau was also acquainted
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with Claude Lévi-Strauss by the time of his work on the translation in 1952, as evidenced by a
note in his journals on a talk given by Lévi-Strauss in March 1952 (Journaux 782). Thus, while
Queneau did not openly take part in the ethological debate that surrounded the publication of
Tutuola’s book, he was surely aware of it and interested.

8.2 – Yoruba Folk Tales Tailored for a French Audience?
Like Queneau’s translation of Peter Ibbetson seven years earlier, his L’ivrogne dans la brousse
is in many ways very accomplished. While publishing success is not always a safe barometer for
translation quality, it is not by chance that these two translations by Queneau are still in print in
Gallimard’s popular L’Imaginaire series, over a half-century after their initial publications.
According to Lécureur, Queneau received a letter from Claude-Lévi Strauss indicating that he
too had hoped to translate The Palm-Wine Drinkard, but had left it alone after Leiris informed
him Queneau’s translation was underway (426). Lévi-Strauss expressed his admiration for the
results: “En lisant votre texte, je me suis rendu compte du tour de force qu’il fallait accomplir
pour le rendre en français. Succès éblouissant et intégral…” (Lévi-Strauss to Queneau, qtd. in
Duny 21).
The reception of L’ivrogne dans la brousse testifies to just how suitable of a translation
project it was for Queneau. In fact, it was perhaps too suitable. In the press, several reviews
suggested that it might not be a translation at all. Coming on the heels of his “translation” of
Sally Mara’s On est toujours trop bon avec les femmes, some critics alleged that this was
Queneau’s latest practical joke. In one such review, written for Samedi Soir’s 27 August 1953
issue, book critic Jean-Louis Bory made no effort to be subtle with his allegation. In a review
that is of little interest other than to those studying orientalism and thinly-veiled racism, Bory
opens the proceedings by mentioning Queneau’s “translation” of the then-pseudonymous Sally
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Mara in the same breath as that of Tutuola’s book. Then, he sets up his insinuation in the early
paragraphs of his review: “Cette quête s’effectue au cœur d’un monde d’une déconcertante
instabilité: quelque chose ou quelqu’un est toujours quelque chose ou quelqu’un qui va très
prochainement se changer en quelque chose ou quelqu’un d’autre. Dans le féerique yorouba de
M. Tutuola, cela s’appelle ZURGGIR” (4). After this, he dully summarizes episodes from the
novel for eight further paragraphs before pulling the trigger, in a final section entitled,
“Cauchemar ou canular?” In this final paragraph, he shares his clever insight with his readers: “Il
se peut aussi bien que M. Tutuola, ivrogne et père des dieux, ne soit qu’une métamorphose—
puisque Zurrjir est la règle—supplémentaire de Raymond Queneau, spécialiste ès langues
primitives, et que ce roman relève de l’humour—noir” (Bory 4). While Bory’s speculation was
obviously unfounded, it also wasn’t that formidable of a leap given Queneau’s noted fascination
for non-standard writing and representations of orality in literature, along with his well-known
wry sense of humor (he was later awarded the Prix de l’Humour noir Xavier Forneret), and
arriving as it did so soon after his “translation” of Sally Mara’s novel.
Bory was not the first person to make this insinuation. Even prior to the publication of the
translation, in October 1952, Jacques Dubois joked to this effect in Les Lettres Françaises.
Interviewing Queneau, who was still at work on the translation at the time, Dubois slid the
suggestion into his interview:
—Que préparez-vous en ce moment?
—En ce moment? Une traduction d’un livre écrit par un nègre du Nigeria. J’appellerai ça
“L’ivrogne dans la brousse.”
—C’est un roman?
—Non, une espèce de conte fantastique. C’est une œuvre d’imagination. C’est intéressant
à cause du mélange des images empruntées à deux civilisations, l’africaine et la nôtre. Il y
a de l’humour. C’est beau, quoi. […] L’auteur s’appelle Amos Tutuola.
—Ce ne serait pas l’anagramme de Raymond Queneau, par hasard?
—Non, non… Mais c’est peut-être un nouvel Ossian! (Dubois 4)
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The suggestion that L’ivrogne dans la brousse was actually a Queneau novel in disguise was
made often enough that in July 1953, two months after the book’s publication, Pierre Mazars
published a short interview with Queneau in Le Figaro that bore the title, “Je ne suis pas
l’ivrogne de la Nigéria.” In this short take, Queneau speaks of Tutuola’s identity, as well as
certain of his difficulties during the translation:
C’est Raymond Queneau qui a traduit le livre qui vient de paraître chez Gallimard, et nous
lui avons demandé ce qu’il savait de l’auteur, Amos Tutuola. “Peu de chose, répond
Queneau. Rien sur son âge ni sur son personnage. Le livre a paru en Angleterre, chez Faber
and Faber. Je l’ai traduit sur épreuves et j’ai eu bien du mal à rester fidèle à l’esprit de
l’auteur, à résister à la tentation de ‘rationaliser’ son récit. J’ai refait ma traduction six fois.
M. John Harris, bibliothécaire de l’université d’Ibadan, à qui j’ai écrit, n’a pu m’apprendre
sur Tutuola autre chose que ce que je vous en dis.” (Mazars 9)
While it is possible that this was good-natured ribbing on the part of fellow critics and writers
regarding this being another fake translation, it is not at all surprising that the idea was raised,
considering the recent publicity of Boris Vian’s trial over J’irai cracher sur vos tombes (19461953), Queneau’s prominent role in defending his friend, and the fact that his authorship of the
Sally Mara books had been brought up as examples during the trial. Both Sally Mara and Vernon
Sullivan had been published by Jean d’Halluin’s Éditions du Scorpion between 1946 and 1950.
Despite this, Queneau wouldn’t officially take credit for the Sally Mara books until Les Œuvres
Complètes de Sally Mara appeared via Gallimard in 1962.
Looking beyond Queneau’s rightful denial in his discussion with Mazars, the interview
also suggests that the Tutuola project posed some difficulty for him, requiring at least multiple
sets of revisions, if not full re-translations. Also interesting are the stated goals for the project: he
identifies a desire to “rester fidèle à l’esprit de l’auteur.” This relatively common translator’s
trope is a difficult one to gauge, as one has to ask oneself how to define “the author’s spirit.” We
can assume that this indicates Queneau’s own reading of Tutuola’s intentions, or, as Berman
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would have it, the spirit of the author in the form of the essence of the work to be brought across,
and the systems of étrangeté formed by his interactions with his own language. Furthermore, it
must remind us of Valery Larbaud’s translator’s prayer, which Queneau read in May 1946, in
which Larbaud writes, “je vous supplie de m’aider par vos prières, afin que je puisse traduire en
français cet ouvrage avec l’esprit même dans lequel il a été composé” (52). It is also interesting
that he states having translated from proofs, as this leads to questions as to whether the text
Queneau worked from was identical to that which was finally published, since scholarship—
including an edited manuscript page within the book itself—has shown that Faber modified
Tutuola’s language to some extent during the editing stages. 25
Interestingly, he was more transparent about the technical problems he faced during this
final literary translation project, as none of his earlier translator’s notes or introductions ever
offered details related to the technical side of a project. With respect to the vague difficulties
mentioned in conversation with Mazars, he goes even further in this translator’s note for the
original French edition, which was removed from subsequent editions:
Un palm-wine tapster est un “tireur de vin de palme.” J’ai traduit cette expression par
“malafoutier,” bien que ce mot soit employé au Congo et non en Afrique Occidentale.
“Gris-gris” est pour juju et “féticheur” pour juju-man. La traduction présentait quelques
problèmes particuliers. L’auteur, par exemple, utilise les conjonctions de la langue anglaise
(notamment but et or) d’une façon inhabituelle qui m’a donné bien du souci. D’autre part,
j’ai dû résister à la tentation de rationaliser un récit dont les “inconséquences” et les
“contradictions” se glissent parfois dans la structure même des phrases. (L’ivrogne, trans.
note)
Here, Queneau uses the same wording that he later used in his interview with Mazars, noting the
temptation he felt to rationalize the text, to explain or remove ambiguities. This tendency toward
clarification, as Berman calls it, is an impulse that translators often face when confronted with
ambiguities and unexplained acts or phenomena in a narrative.
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As to the substitutions he mentions, “malafoutier” for “palm-wine tapster” is a reasonable
choice, despite the fact that, as he points out, this is not a Nigerian term but instead a term in use
at the time in the Republic of Congo, which in 1953 was still a part of the French colonial
possession then known as French Equatorial Africa. Although the Republic of Congo is 800
miles away from Nigeria, it was officially francophone, also produced palm-wine (emu or nkwu
in Nigeria, nsamba in the Republic of Congo), and had a French noun explicitly designating the
palm-wine producer. This shows that Queneau did extensive research in solving these lexical
problems, but it also demonstrates that he was not as comfortable resorting to lexical
experimentation in his translation projects, as he so often did in his own writing. If he had had a
similar level of comfort as a literary translator, he might have made a philologically engaged
choice to neologize, working a form of violence on his French that was similar to the violence
Tutuola worked on his English–for instance, deriving a new French word based on the English
“tapster”–instead of replacing it with a substitution from another country. There are fine
possibilities for neologisms in the French language, which offers robinet for a tap, but also the
lovely word chantepleure, combining the verbs to sing and to cry In the ancient French of the
thirteenth century, the latter was a form of poetry addressed to “ceux qui chantent en ce monde
mais qui pleureront dans l’autre” (Godefroy 2: 57), but Queneau was more likely to know it, by
way of Rabelais, as a tap for liquid pierced into a cask or barrel to drain liquid without stirring up
the wine. Perhaps he considered a neologism such as “chantepleureur,” adding the suffix -eur
instead of the English -ster, but decided that the anachronism was more problematic than the
geographical and cultural distance. As to his use of “gris-gris” for “juju” and “féticheur” for
“juju-man,” the former seems a reasonable choice seeing that “grigri” is attested in French by
1637 to denote similar talismans from Senegal. Again, a geographical transportation, but a
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functional substitution. However, if his experiments to expand French literary language were at
home in his translations to the same extent as they were in his novels, one would expect that
instead of the attested “féticheur,” juju or grigri could have been derived into an agent noun
more like Tutuola’s “jujuman,” perhaps forging a jujutier by adding the -tier suffix common
among occupational derivations such as bijoutier, charcutier, or cuisinier, or, if he preferred to
stay closer to his gris-gris, perhaps the grigriseur or the grigrisier. Tutuola’s use of
agrammatical derivation left room for an engagement with lexical étrangeté that clearly
surpassed Queneau’s intentions for the project.
His translator’s note also points out the difficulty brought about by Tutuola’s nonstandard usage of conjunctions. In an essay published in 2003, Duny describes his translation as
“extrêmement fouillé” (21). Her analysis targets this comment, explaining the non-standard
equivalence during the translation process, but also leading to a further question:
En effet, les “but” d’Amos Tutuola ont plus souvent les sens de “et” ou “alors”, soulignant
le déroulement chronologique du récit, que le sens habituel d’opposition. Les “or”, quant
à eux, signifient “c’est-à-dire” et n’introduisent en général aucune alternative… Mais sur
cette base de travail d’une grande rigueur, Queneau prend quelques initiatives personnelles
qui donnent au roman un souffle et une verve qui dépassent ceux du texte original. (21)
While Duny takes an overtly positive stance in regard to the translation, the final phrase here
deserves a closer look. What can we read into her opinion that Queneau’s “initiatives
personnelles” have led to a French text with more flair than the source text? If Queneau’s interest
lay in the bringing across the particular non-standard stylistics of Tutuola’s writing, does this
goal also include improving upon them, and by what standards? And if so, would this not be a
deformation of the type Berman refers to as ennoblissement, leading away from Tutuola’s
étrangeté and toward an étrangeté of Queneau’s own invention? In fact, this reaction seems to

294

have been common around the time of publication. In a review published in Arts-Spectacles in
August 1953, Alexandre Vialatte writes:
[L]es trois quarts du charme viennent du talent du traducteur. Le planton du Palais écrivait
en anglais. Queneau l’a traduit comme un dieu, avec un inégalable fruité. Il ne traduit pas,
il réinvente; il délire et il prophétise comme dans sa langue maternelle dans l’idiome d’un
pays qui n’existe jamais. (1)
First, it would be remiss of me to ignore the racial element to Vialatte’s comment, which paints
the picture of Tutuola as a palace guard, a placeholder, who clearly could not have written a
wonderful novel himself as a poorly educated Nigerian, but could only provide raw materials for
a French genius to take up and turn into a masterpiece. This is clearly not the case, as The PalmWine Drinkard is still in print in English seventy years later, and figures as one of the integral
novels of twentieth-century African writing in English. With regard to his comments on the
splendor of the translation, one must always wonder in the case of such a review whether the
critic has read the translation in both source and target language, as this is often not the case.
However, with Vialatte, it is indeed a possibility that he had done so, as he was not only a
literary critic, but a journalist, novelist, poet, and noted translator, having published many
important translations of works by the likes of Goethe and Nietzsche, and generally considered
to have introduced Kafka to the French with his translations of Die Verwandlung (The
Metamorphosis) in 1928 and Der Process (The Trial) in 1933. Whether Vialatte was stating this
instinctually or as the result of a close comparison with Tutuola’s original, this judgment, most
likely meant as a positive endorsement, raises similar questions to Duny’s statement. “Il ne
traduit pas,” he writes, “il réinvente.” For Vialatte, this new language in which Queneau writes is
akin to speaking in tongues: not only in a language he doesn’t know, but in the language of a
country that does not exist–a creatively imagined French version of Nigeria. In counterpoint,
however, we must also recall Berman’s words in regard to Klossowski’s efforts translating
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Virgil, in which the result was “bien plutôt comme une langue neuve, ou plutôt rajeunie et
rénovée, haussée au niveau de pouvoirs qui lui étaient jusqu’alors celés” (L’épreuve 275).
How did this reinvention or rewriting function? Duny gives us another indication of
Queneau’s creative decisions and how they impact the text by imparting an orality that was
intended to conjure up a certain imagery in the mind of the French reader:
C’est ainsi que, alors que le texte en anglais est entièrement écrit au passé, Queneau opte
pour le présent de narration, émaillé de quelques imparfaits incongrus. Ce trait de génie
rend le récit à la tradition orale dont il est l’héritier manifeste: on s’assied par terre et on
écoute, envoûté, la voix du narrateur qui nous emmène dans son odyssée cocasse au cœur
de la magie africaine. (Duny 21)
In his efforts to produce a French text that that he felt best conveyed his own experience of
Tutuola’s idiolect, Queneau sought out grammatical and syntactic systems in French that he felt
produced effects similar to those operating in the Nigerian’s language.
Tutuola’s writing is a rather unique case, and presents a conundrum that is not easily
dissected. A lot of the difficulty has to do with the author’s education and limited knowledge of
English; one must consider alongside the literary results the question of intention. After all,
Tutuola’s manuscript had already seen one set of revisions from Faber & Faber; in fact, “in a
letter accompanying his manuscript, he had expressed concern about his ungrammatical English”
(Faber 202). Faber editor Alan Pringle sent the following reply on 21 June 1951:
About the text–we agree that your English is not always conventional English as written in
this country, but for that very reason we think it would be a great pity to make it conform
to all the rules of grammar and spelling. Just as no one but a West African could have had
such a strange tale to tell, so your manner of writing it has a charm of its own. We therefore
propose that our reader should go through the manuscript before it is set up in type,
correcting what are evidently copying errors, accidental omissions, confusions or
inconsistencies, but leaving intact all those expressions which, though strictly speaking
erroneous, are more graphic than the correct expressions would be. You can depend on it
that we have the success of the book at heart, and we hope you will be content to leave the
matter to our judgement. (Faber 203)
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As Pringle’s letter shows, Tutuola was the first to admit that his English was “ungrammatical,”
and one set of corrections had already been imposed on Tutuola’s manuscript without his
involvement. As such, any second set of corrections, such as those effected during translation,
could in fact be seen as a second level of domestication. Whereas Vialatte and Duny both speak
of improvements, we must question the nature of these “reinventions.” Chris Andrews addressed
precisely this during a presentation at Princeton University in 2019, stating that, “Queneau’s
translation is undeniably skillful and resourceful, but the degree of reinvention is limited. In fact,
he erases many of Tutuola’s inventions (whether voluntary or involuntary) at the word and
phrase level […]” (“Oulipians” n.p.). By this, Andrews suggests that if there is in fact an
improvement to the source text brought about during the translation, it comes through
domestication, by bringing the text closer in line to the French editorial standards of the time.
However, Andrews hesitates in seeing this as overly problematic, indicating that
[…] in each of these cases it seems to me that Queneau's translation accurately captures
the meaning as clarified by the context. We should not be too scandalized by the
normalization, because it is what translation normally does. David Bellos has written of
the “general tendency of all translations to adhere more strongly than any original to a
normalized idea of what the target language should be” (Is That a Fish in Your Ear, 195).
This was the case even for Raymond Queneau, whom no one could accuse of linguistic
purism. (“Oulipians” n.p.)
While Andrews downplays this normalization, we must at least hold it at odds with Queneau’s
stated intention of “résister à la tentation de rationaliser un récit dont les ‘inconséquences’ et les
‘contradictions’ se glissent parfois dans la structure même des phrases” (L’ivrogne, trans. note).
It is of course difficult to ascertain whether some of the changes that occurred between the
existing draft and the final product were entirely of his choosing or were at least in some part
brought about by further editing at Gallimard’s request, but many of the changes are evident in
the manuscript, in the translator’s hand. And on several occasions, Queneau leads us to believe
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that he was not completely satisfied with the translation. For instance, in a short piece about the
translation that he wrote for the Journal de la Société des Lecteurs, published in April 1953 and
prior to the release of the book, Queneau states, “Le style m’en a charmé et je ne sais si je suis
arrivé à en rendre toute la saveur” (“L’homme” 12). The original draft of his translator’s note
speaks in similar terms, where he writes, “J’ai essayé de mon mieux de rendre le ton, candide et
astucieux, de l’auteur. Je ne sais si j’y suis parvenu” (CDRQ Cl. 142). Perhaps Queneau thought
twice about including this admission in the published book, but it equally may have been
Gallimard’s desire to not equivocate on the quality of their publication.
In his analysis of Queneau’s modifications, which focuses on changes made between the
preserved draft and the final published product, Andrews breaks them down into several
categories. He gives examples such as “compensation,” modifications meant to “sustain the oral
tone,” and rewriting to preserve a certain effect, such as Tutuola’s “systematically ‘inclusive’
language.” Unlike the multi-pronged focus of Queneau’s own work with néo-français, which
included orthographic manipulations and the insertion of elements drawn from non-literary
sources or other languages but also focused on non-standard oral-inflected syntax, the results of
the dual-domestication of Tutuola’s prose lent a prominence to his sentence-level syntax and
lexicon, after other non-standard elements had been smoothed away:
In the translation, the normalization is extended from spelling and adjustments of tense to
lexis and phrase construction. Anything that could be construed as a grammar mistake in
the original is smoothed away, but Tutuola’s characteristic sentence-level syntax, with its
insistent repetitions, is respected. And neither the editors at Faber nor Queneau went so far
as to “alter the story itself.” (Andrews, “Oulipians”)
Judging these multiple rounds of modifications is a complicated issue, especially if many of the
defamiliarizing linguistic elements of the prose were not intentional stylistic choices on the part
of the author. Could engaging with unintended étrangeté instead lead to preserving an error?
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How does domestication impact a style that works well within its own status as another English?
Berman cites Wilhelm von Humboldt in this regard: “[…] la première exigence est celle de la
fidélité. Cette fidélité doit être dirigée sur le véritable caractère d’original et non […] sur ce qu’il
y a d’accidentel en lui” (Humboldt, qtd. in L’épreuve 246). While this may be intended to make
the choice seem a simple one, in the case of Tutuola’s writing, it is not.
Andrews points out a modification that it is also signaled by Dominique Jullien in her
essay, “Zazie dans la brousse,” and this regards the most evident alteration, that of the title. As
Jullien puts it, “Une autre difficulté à laquelle se heurte Queneau traducteur de Tutuola touche à
la question des néologismes, involontaires bien entendu dans le texte original. Tutuola invente
constamment des termes que la traduction est impuissante à rendre. […] ‘Ivrogne,’ ne rend pas
drinkard […]” (272). Un ivrogne, of course, is “a drunk.” It is easy to see Tutuola’s mental error
committed in this derivation: in translating this idea in his mind from Yoruba to English, he has
assumed, a “drunkard” is built from the past participle, thus must have been a drunk in the past,
whereas his protagonist is still drinking now, and he wants to keep on drinking. Accordingly, if a
“drunkard” drank too much in the past, a “drinkard” drinks too much in the present, and a
“drinkard” will drink too much in the future, if he is able to locate his tapster.
Queneau was clearly uncertain what to do with the title; the title page of his preserved
draft reads, “L’IVROGNE BUVEUR DE VIN DE PALME ET SON DÉFUNT TIREUR DE
VIN DE PALME DANS LA VILLE-DES-MORTS” (CDRQ Cl. 142). The full English title is
offered in parentheses on the title page of the original French publication, whereas he gives the
full title in a literal French translation in the aforementioned note for the Journal de la société
des lecteurs: “L’ouvrage que je propose au public français sous le titre de L’ivrogne dans la
brousse est la traduction d’un récit écrit directement en anglais par un Yourouba: L’homme qui

299

se soûlait au vin de palme et son défunt malafoutier dans la Ville-des-Morts” (“L’homme” 12).
So, the decision not to translate “drinkard” by way of a neologism was made by April of 1953, as
the geographical transplant “malafoutier” was already selected for the full title, although in this
note, the choice was hedged by including an explanation—the same as present in his translator’s
note—in the next sentence. What other more philological options were there? Again, if this had
been one of Queneau’s own novels replete with his usual lexical experimentation, or if he was
equally comfortable stretching the lexical boundaries of French by way of literary translation,
perhaps he might have found a neologism such as ivrand or ivriste, employing the -and suffix
used in deriving marchand or the -iste used in dentiste. Perhaps boiveur would have allowed him
to preserve the singular present root of the verb boire, with a simple -eur suffix as in mangeur, or
maybe even boivrogne, a portemanteau which combines the present/infinitive of boire with the
more pejorative ivrogne. After all, as Jullien noted, “Tutuola invente constamment des termes
que la traduction est impuissante à rendre” (272). How better to translate such invention than
with new invention? It is impossible to say what he might have done had he thought it suited the
project or his role as translator, but, as many examples from his fiction attest, such etymological
creativity was one of his strong suits as a writer. And more importantly, where does a translator
stop when he or she begins to reinvent on this scale, considering the source text is full of such
mental mis-translations?
As Jullien and Andrews both point out, the particularity of Tutuola’s novel operates on
two levels of defamiliarization: on the one hand, the strangeness of the episodic tale with its nonEuropean take on the supernatural and its lack of the typical narrative features of the Western
novel; and on the other, linguistic étrangeté brought about by Tutuola’s non-standard use of
English. The étrange and the étranger. While the former is left unhindered in Queneau’s
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semantically accurate translation, the latter is problematic because of systematic differences
between English and French, as several scholars have shown, including Molara Ogundipe, in her
article “The Palm-Wine Drinkard: A Reassessment of Amos Tutuola,” in which she states,
The authentic tone to be found in The Palm-Wine Drinkard derives not only from the
‘intensely oral quality of his writing’ (though this is an important and related element) but
also from the use to which Tutuola has put the genius of the Yoruba language. He has
simply and boldly (or perhaps innocently) carried across into his English prose the
linguistic patterns and literary habits of his Yoruba language using English words as
counters. He is basically speaking Yoruba but using English words. The characteristic
literary qualities and linguistic habits in Yoruba abound […] (Ogundipe-Leslie 151)
The Yoruba-inflected patterns that Ogundipe examines include the adverbial and conjunctive
usages that Duny maintains Queneau struggled with in his translation (the “buts” and “ors,” for
example). As Ogundipe explains, “Tutuola’s use of the conjunctive is a very important aspect of
his language, as is his use of time adverbials. So foreign to English is his use of time adverbials
that to try to apprehend it without the background of an African language is to render oneself
dazed” (152). Thus, while there are numerous differences between Tutuola’s (often
unintentional) non-standard prose and Queneau’s non-standard incorporation of néo-français
into his own writing, they both pose similar problems to a translator. If Tutuola’s prose involves
a mental translation on his part of Yoruba into English, at least some of the difficulties that
presented themselves to Queneau in his French translation can be considered a form of relay
translation: the translation of faulty translation. Andrews suggests that these difficulties can be
considered artifacts of translation.
If that is the case, what was it possible for Queneau to do, other than domesticate the text
on some level? If his translation had been exceedingly loyal to Tutuola’s English, there is a
systemic problem that arises: because of the differences between French and English, the
interference of these artifacts of translation and the unintentional grammatical and derivational
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errors that abound in Tutuola’s prose would have presented differently had he written The PalmWine Drinkard in a newly-learned French. The étrangeté of his prose would have been a
different étrangeté, according to a set of difficulties involved in the acquisition of French that
differ from those common to learners of English. To recreate these same English acquisition
problems in French would be to calque acquisition problems particular to English onto a French
text, which would result in an exceedingly non-literal literality. Queneau had recently
experimented with a similar concern in writing his second Sally Mara book. While On est
toujours trop bon avec les femmes is ostensibly written by Sally herself, after her first novel was
“translated” by Michel Presle it is indicated that she had begun learning French from Presle, and
wrote her Journal intime directly in her new-but-imperfect French. While there are vague
similarities here in that acquisition problems effect change on the text in both novels, the fact
remains that in this translation, the problems were not of Queneau’s choosing. What’s more, the
addition of Yoruba to the picture vastly complicates the situation.
When it comes to evaluating L’ivrogne dans la brousse, we must also consider the
pressures of publishing, which Queneau saw on two fronts. First, he wanted to produce a text
that was not extreme in its opacity, and one that a French reading public might enjoy as much as
he had. Second, as an editor at Gallimard, it was a professional obligation for him to produce a
translation that could be sold. These two pressures assured that there would be at least some
element of domestication in the way he approached the particular difficulties of Tutuola’s nonstandard English. Perhaps if he had undertaken the project a decade later, after the huge polemic
around Pierre Klossowski’s experimental translation of Virgil’s Aeneid, which Gallimard
published in 1964, he might have had the desire and the editorial green light to produce an
experimental French translation of Tutuola that would have been more hospitable to the
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Nigerian’s particular brand of linguistic Otherness, and accordingly, that would have
necessitated less domestication. That said, Queneau’s translation is not nearly as much of a
reinvention as some have suggested. As things stood in 1953, with Tutuola’s Yoruba-inflected
beginner’s English functioning the way it did, a true traduction à la lettre would have resulted in
a far more experimental French text, one that would have provoked far more controversial
discussion than Queneau’s Ivrogne dans la brousse.

9 – Conclusion
In analyzing Raymond Queneau’s literary translation projects, I have focused on two separate
issues. First, I have sought to contextualize these projects within the larger scope of his literary
career and his personal interests and proclivities. By relating these projects to his own work as a
novelist, as well as to specific interests and theoretical beliefs that he has shown through his
critical work, I have chronologically and contextually merged what have generally been seen as
two separate literary ventures (author and translator). This, in turn, has helped me to elucidate the
goals of each project in such a way that any evaluation of these translations may incorporate the
aims of the project into the criteria of their evaluation. In forging a single timeline that is
constructed around interactions between his production as a novelist and translator, I have shown
that both of them must be evaluated through the lens of experimental praxis, as both must be
considered in the light of the particular manner in which he sought to effect stylistic and systemic
change upon a literary French that he felt dated and unproductive.
Next, I have examined each of the translation projects he undertook between 1934 and
1953. In my analysis of Queneau’s translations of these widely-varied fifteen authors, I have
sought to highlight systemic choices that the translator has made in each one of them. In order to
be consistent with the theoretical framework undertaken from the outset of my project, I have
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occasionally turned to guidelines drawn from Antoine Berman’s work. In an attempt to further
tie Queneau’s practice as a translator to his linguistic goals as a writer, I have detailed certain
instances in which he has intentionally engaged with the étrangeté of a given text to a greater or
lesser degree in order to continue his experimentation toward the expansion of literary language.
The resulting information allows us to view a shift in his translation strategy over time, but more
importantly, it illustrates the manner in which translation fit in his overall body of work.
Having examined the entire corpus of translations, what has emerged is a progressive
career arc that demonstrates gradual linguistic improvement as well as a growing awareness of
the engaged and critical approach required by non-ethnocentric translation. Accordingly, we can
position these projects in clusters along his chronology. These groups consist of the following:
a) Early translations in collaboration with his wife Janine: E. Wallace and M. O’Sullivan
(1934-1936)
b) Adaptation: S. Lewis (1937)
c) Survey of American literature for a general readership in Mesures (1939)
c) First Literary Efforts: W. Saroyan, H. Miller, Poetry for Mesures (1938-1940)
d) Literary Translations: G. Du Maurier, A. Tutuola (1941-1953)
I have foregone detailed analysis on the first two translation projects as they were both cotranslations with his wife Janine: the first published jointly under a pseudonym, the second
attributed solely to Raymond. The next translation falls under the rubric of the adaptation; as
confirmed by period publicity documents, journal entries, and biographical materials, his
translation of Sinclair Lewis’s Impossible ici was intended as a politically-motivated adaptation
from the project’s very genesis. He did not think highly of the book on a literary level, and thus
the project focused on communicating a political point of view in the years leading up to World
War II. The source text underwent significant modification during the translation, as it was
expurgated of a large amount of American political and cultural content; the goal of the project
led him to give preference to communicating the message in a more standard literary French.
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The variety of texts selected by Queneau for inclusion in the issue of Mesures he guestedited in 1939 provides a window into his varied interests and erudition, even as it gives concrete
examples of his first efforts to truly engage stylistically and systematically with literary texts as a
translator. This includes work by Cotton Mather, St. John de Crèvecoeur, Walt Whitman, and
William Carlos Williams. Queneau’s translations suggest that he was targeting a wide general
readership. His aim was to convey the Americanness of the content to contemporary nonspecialist French readers, which led him to smooth or flatten certain stylistic extravagances or
examples of archaic lexicon and syntax, choosing at times to prioritize the semantic over the
stylistic. The stylistic particularities of certain of these authors are on occasion rendered in a
flatter, more contemporary French prose, whereas in other instances, and especially in the poetry
translations, he is more open to engaging with translanguaging or attempts to recreate an
idiosyncratic voice.
Produced in the same period, the next set of translations can be seen as the turning point
of Queneau’s progression as a literary translator. His translations of Henry Miller (1937-1939)
and William Saroyan (1938-1940) demonstrate a commitment to engaging with the source texts
and their networks of signification. In his translations, he works to recreate the manner in which
the sources signify idiolectally and stylistically, and he demonstrates a willingness to confront
the étrangeté specific to the prose of these two authors. In both instances, he shows a greater
openness to translanguaging, when called for, and he successfully recreates the particular being
in language of the two authors; the quaint and blue-collar Americanness of Saroyan’s early
stories, and the weary and casual man-without-a-country tone of Miller’s reminiscences. He
shows that he has critically reflected on each piece and has identified the key systems in play,
from small-scale decisions on syntax and lexicon to overarching parallels and constructions of
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meaning, and his decisions exhibit an insightful critical understanding of the source texts and a
more active engagement with the defining qualities of otherness that call for these texts to be
translated.
The final stage of Queneau’s literary translation career is also the longest. His translation
of Du Maurier’s Peter Ibbetson was undertaken in 1941 but not published until 1946 because of
World War II, and his next literary translation, Amos Tutuola’s L’ivrogne dans la brousse,
followed nine years later in 1953. These are both superb translations, still in print today, that
demonstrate Queneau’s versatility; each one can readily be contextualized within the chronology
of his career as a writer-translator. These were projects that suited his literary skillset and taste to
a high degree, and they demonstrate a greater focus on the possibilities of literary translation.
Peter Ibbetson was a work to which he was extremely attached, and, of all of his translations, the
one that we might position closest to his own literary project, at least on a thematic level.
Compared to Tutuola’s The Palm-Wine Drinkard, Du Maurier’s 1891 novel was a much more
straight-forward translation project. This is not to say that it was an easy translation, but instead
that Tutuola’s Ivrogne dans la brousse was extremely challenging from a linguistic point of
view. For Peter Ibbetson, Queneau was able to work in a relatively standard literary French, and
since the original was written in a fairly lofty but playful late-Victorian tone, the transition to a
high-register literary French involved much less resistance.
As for Tutuola’s novel, the Nigerian’s non-standard English lexicon and syntax meant for
a much more complicated translation process. In both texts, he displayed a willingness to engage
with the foreignness of the source text, but his intentions for these projects were not fully
concomitant to his experimental aspirations as a novelist. Whereas translanguaging was a regular
feature in his own novels, in the Du Maurier translation, he decided against pursuing certain
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possibilities that might have allowed him to better preserve the bilingual nature of the source
text. As for Tutuola’s non-standard language, critics have suggested that, although Queneau did
engage with the foreignness of the Nigerian’s English, there is still a degree of domestication to
his translation that diminishes the overall results. However, as I have shown, because of the
manner in which Tutuola produced his English, which involved a form of mental translation into
a language he had only studied for a short while, and also due to systematic differences in
acquisition from one language to the next, a truly non-ethnocentric translation of this novel
would have required an experimental translation that almost certainly would have been too great
of a risk for Queneau and his publisher in 1953.
While it is difficult to glean much information about his outlook on translation from his
co-translations or the adaptation of the Lewis text, his later translations show a readiness to
engage with the Other. My principal reason for pursuing an analysis along these lines was
formulated on the basis of Antoine Berman’s assertion (via Schleiermacher et al.) that it is
primarily through non-ethnocentric literary translation that an author can contribute to the
expansion of his mother tongue. As Queneau’s essays indicate, this ongoing search to broaden
the literary possibilities of French was one of the driving impulses for his experimentation with
language, and thus it stands to reason that following such an ethics of translation would have
been a most effective way to do so. In the latter half of his translation career, he began to take an
approach that involved less domestication of the source text, and yet he was never fully
consistent with this approach. Publishing concerns and project goals seem to have left him
content to stick closer to the status quo in translation than he did in his own writing.
This tendency to lean toward domestication in formulating the goals of a project was of
course extremely common in France at the time. In fact, the for-profit publishing model and its
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shareholder-based drive to eradicate independent publishing has assured that domestication is
still a common approach to translation in France and elsewhere. The pressures of a publishing
market that hopes to shore up flagging sales by producing a product that falls within a certain
subset of widely-accessible norms ensures that creative or experimental translation remains an
outlier. Accordingly, for Queneau, despite Berman’s insistence that it is through literary
translation that language grows and offers new possibilities, the decision to set aside the bulk of
the more creative experimentation for use in his own writing comes as little surprise. And yet, in
pursuing this expansive goal, as I will explore in my next chapters, translation was still an
integral part of the program, as it was through the application of translational processes of
rewriting in his own French-language writing that he instead worked to effect this change.
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CHAPTER FIVE – CREATIVE USES OF TRANSLATION
IN QUENEAU’S LITERARY WRITING

Introduction – The Stylistics of a Combinatorial Artisan
Theorists of translation such as Antoine Berman, and before him Schleiermacher and the German
Romantics, believed that the expansion of language takes place through acts of literary
translation. For these thinkers, the development and enlargement of a national literary tongue
was the provenance of literary translation rather than an expansion brought about by the writers
of a nation’s own literature. However, Raymond Queneau did not always mine to its fullest
potential the possibility of engaging with the foreign that is required to bring about this
expansion during his work in literary translation. Instead, his translations tended more towards
falling in line with the domestic literary production of his day rather than exacting change upon
it, as has been the case for many translators in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. For many
translators, this is tied to financial reasons or constraints of time, but it is also intrinsically related
to the state of the publishing industry and the expectations that come with for-profit publishing.
This examination of the place of translation in the career of Raymond Queneau is still in
keeping with the critical methodology suggested by Berman in Pour une critique des
traductions: John Donne, at least as far as the need for any critical engagement with literary
translation to locate the translator, and determine the position, project, and horizon of the
translation. These factors I have examined in chapters one through four. And yet, as I also
showed in Chapter Four, contrary to the beliefs expressed by Berman et al., literary translation
turns out not to have been Queneau’s primary venue in which to exact change on language and
literature, which I have shown to be one of the goals of his overall literary project. While it could
be said that his choice of translation projects and publications contributed to expanding the
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French literary canon, his attempts to contribute to the expansion of literary French on a
linguistic level came less through his work as a literary translator and more through his use of
processes related to translation in his own writing. Although Queneau’s work has been the
subject of a great amount of scholarship, translation studies is a lens through which it has not yet
been examined. Despite the theoretical postulations I have examined with regards to the central
place of literary translation in expanding the possibilities of a written language, it is my position
that it was more by way of this experimentation with translation-related processes in his own
writing that he worked to expand the possibilities of his literary language and to offer new
avenues to French literature. These efforts took a variety of forms thanks to the influential
position and reputation he earned in France through his career as a writer and publisher, and it
was through the resulting unique body of work that he left his mark on literary French.
As Sergio Capello and Federico Federici have shown, Queneau and his good friend the
Italian author Italo Calvino shared many views on literature and writing. The two became close
in the mid-1960s, and discussed literature at great length. After first having been invited to an
Oulipo meeting as a guest of honor in November 1972, Calvino officially joining the group in
February 1973 (Oulipo, “Dossiers” Feb. 1973, 5). Neither Queneau nor Calvino believed writing
to be an inspired act dictated by the muses, but instead considered it the task of an artisan: it was
not so much pure inspiration as it was a manual and repetitive task, a craft finely honed through
hard work and repetitive practices. “Le littérateur a un métier et l’artiste est artisan,” wrote
Queneau in February 1938 (Voyage 95). Jean-Marie Catonné expanded on this, providing a
description that could equally pertain to the work of a literary translator:
De nombreux articles [par Queneau] parus dans le revue Volontés, au titre éloquent,
reviennent sur ce sujet et enfoncent le clou. Le poète n’a rien à voir avec un primitif exalté,
en état de somnambulisme, écrivant sous la dictée euphorisante de son affectivité. Le poète
est un artisan, soucieux et donc conscient des artifices auxquels il recourt, trouvant
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l’inspiration, sans avoir à l’attendre, dans un travail continué, poursuivi, façonné au respect
de règles librement choisies. (Queneau 24)
This conception of writing may have come about in reaction to his time with the Surrealists, as it
was antithetical to their automatic practices. Their methods had never sat very well with
Queneau, and in the years following his departure from the group in 1929, this alternative craft
of strictly organized and pre-conceived writing became the norm for him going forward.
In the artisanal approach to literature that Queneau and his friend Calvino both actively
pursued, I must first and foremost note their opinion that what they wrote was part of a larger
shared culture that crossed literary traditions, geographical boundaries, and centuries. The very
act of writing was inextricable from the relationship they saw between all writing, new and old.
Out of necessity, this impacted how they approached their craft. As Federici puts it:
As soon as creativity assumed prescribed forms, for Queneau art became craftmanship, and
the artist was an “artisan.” The idea of craftsmanship of literature is also manifest when
Queneau uses intertextuality in Les Fleurs bleues: its quotations and original manipulation
of past writings resulted in a new work organized as a patchwork and constructed with the
ability and patience of a craftsman who shapes niches into which he then fits every single
element. (17)
Writing, within such a sphere of understanding, is an act by which the craftsman ably works and
reworks outside stimuli within a written representation. Traditionally, writers have often turned
inward for material, to their own experiences. Or, in what can be seen as a more journalistic
fashion, they turn to the experiences of others through observation. By extension, the common
pool of writing that has come before offers an endless source of the thoughts of other men, other
writers and artists, and the thinkers of other disciplines such as scientists and philosophers. For
the artisan rewriter, all of this is at his disposal. Indeed, the available “sources” for artisanal
rewriting were any stimuli they ingested and from any source, real or imaginary, experienced or
read, and as we are well aware, Queneau had a voracious appetite for reading. As such, the craft
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involved finding a unique, artistic, and entertaining way to shape these outside stimuli into a new
textual artifact: one that was combinatorial in nature.
When it came to the incorporation of borrowed materials into his work, whether this
meant non-traditional or non-literary lexicons, borrowings from other languages, citations from
literature written by others, or systems of signification that were customarily relegated to writing
from fields traditionally deemed “non-literary,” Queneau’s task as artisan was to develop a
personal stylistic that would permit him to integrate whatever elements he chose to incorporate
into his new textual representation. As far as reusing writings by his literary predecessors, while
the adage that “everything has already been written” is an oversimplification, here it rings true,
in the sense that the two writers saw what they were doing as both a contribution to and an
exchange with the diverse literatures that had preceded them as well as those to come. As he
wrote in 1938,
Le Classique véritable n’a pas besoin d’être néo pour être classique. Son sens même est
d’être une nouveauté continuelle: renouvellement constant, de générations en générations,
des œuvres anciennes; originalité réelle des œuvres nouvelles. Et cette originalité repose
toujours sur une connaissance de la tradition et des œuvres anciennes; l’imitation en est
toujours la source. Imiter, c’est le seul moyen de faire du nouveau et d’être à la fois à
hauteur des anciens et de son époque. (Voyage 134)
This notion of constant renewal is at the root of the practice of rewriting: materials and themes
drawn from other texts must be translated into the new context of the contemporary project,
blended and made to mesh together with other sources, both personal and borrowed. Catonné
expands on this notion of “sources”:
Écrire à partir de quoi? Et qu’écrire lorsqu’on récuse le témoignage biographique,
l’expression des sentiments ou la peinture d’une vérité sociale? Ne reste alors, pour
fabriquer des textes, que l’appui d’autres textes. L’art renvoie d’abord au domaine de l’art.
C’est dans les livres qu’on a lus qu’on puise le goût de lire et d’écrire d’autres livres que
ceux déjà lus. Ainsi procède Queneau dont de nombreux romans et poèmes trouvent leur
origine – et une partie de leur sens – dans la réécriture d’autres œuvres ou leur adaptation
burlesque. (Queneau 97-98)
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Queneau was an extremely eclectic reader, and was considered by many to have an encyclopedic
mind. What is more, he preferred for the most part not to write about himself, his family, or his
emotions. But with the nearly unlimited juxtaposition of texts and ideas available to him in what
his friend Calvino termed in 1967 a “hypothetical bookshelf,” 1 there was no end to the source
material available to him. For a writer such as Queneau, the text he was in the process of writing
was perpetually in conversation with all other texts: writing was rewriting, and, in a certain way
of thinking, it was translation.
As I aim to show, rewriting for Queneau meant a variety of different processes, many of
which I will connect to a broader conceptualization of “generalized” translation. Perhaps it is
best for me to offer a brief example so we have one to ponder as I continue to establish some
parameters: In January 1948, Queneau anonymously contributed a pair of short texts in Le
Canard enchaîné, pieces he referred to as “Les condensés des Éditions Bec-de-Cane.” One of the
two bore the title, “La Bible, par Moïse and Co.,” and read as follows:
En utilisant comme matière première le mystérieux tohu-bohu, le superman Elohim crée
en six jours le ciel, la terre et tout le reste. Il invente ensuite un robot, qu’il complète par
une robote. “Mangeons-lui ses pommes,” dit la robote au robot. “O.-K.,” répondit le robot.
Le superman les exile, mais ils se mettent alors à se multiplier. Le superman essaie de les
noyer, mais il n’y parvient pas. Il leur envoie alors son fils qui essaie de se faire passer pour
un petit robot, mais les autres ne tardent pas à l’identifier grâce à leur agent secret, le
colonel J. Iscariot. Ils exécutent le fils du superman et l’enterrent. Mais le fils du superman
soulève d’une épaule puissante la dalle de son tombeau et s’envole. Il n’était pas réellement
mort.
De nouveaux épisodes paraîtront très prochainement. (“Condensés” 3)
In this short “condensé,” the subject matter is immediately familiar to the reader, and it is clearly
rewriting in action. And yet, is it not also a form of translation? If the goals of a translation
project were to translate a portion of the Bible into contemporary French, to modernize it, make
it humorous, and if a publishing constraint allowed for only 140 words, this translation is
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perfectly executed. We can look at this as an example of constrained writing, in an Oulipian
sense, or we can look at it as an example of creative translation. In many cases, they are
different ways of approaching the same thing. There is a source text, there is a target text, it is
only the parameters of the translation project that have changed.
This belief in the interconnectedness of literature led to a set of ideas about how literary
“originals” could be treated: much as with other languages, other strata of French, or materials
from mathematics and the sciences, the material of literature was there for the taking, to be
reused time and again in a cyclical process of reinvention. As Jean-Yves Pouilloux explains,
Queneau was not the first to make such assumptions about the craft of writing. Highlighting the
variety of terminology used to describe the processes involved, Pouilloux expounds on the goal
of such work, the creation of new writing from that which has been written:
Enchâssement, transplantation, insertion ne concernent pas seulement des morceaux de
savoir, il s’agit d’un véritable principe d’écriture, qui a toujours existé en Occident à partir
d’Homère et qui a été selon les époques loué ou critiqué et a donné lieu à des tentatives de
théorie sous diverses dénominations: intertextualité, collage, impli-citations, réécriture,
etc. Ces termes ne sont pas synonymes exactement, mais ils désignent tous une procédure
analogue dans son principe: un texte “nouveau,” original, est composé à partir d’éléments
déjà existants ailleurs dans d’autres textes; la transplantation est tantôt visible et même
soulignée, tantôt subreptice, masquée ou détournée. (94)
This multiplicity of possible labels will in fact be a common feature of the processes that will be
discussed in this chapter, as will what they create: regardless of the operation in question or the
source of the element, the result will involve the creation of something new through
transformation and recreation, which, as I will show, can be thought of as generalized translation.
In part one, I explore Queneau’s conception of writing as rewriting, and explain how this
process relates to translation. This requires me to reframe translation as a critical act that
involves the recreation of systems within a new composition. To this end, I propose a conception
of translation that dismisses certain received notions such as original/copy, theories of
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equivalence and fidelity, and spatial metaphors of translation. In part two, I demonstrate that
Queneau was neither alone in his belief in writing as rewriting nor in his use of translational
processes in his writing; to this end, I offer examples of other writers to have conceived of
translation as a creative tool and to have incorporated it into their authorial practice. Queneau
offered little in the way of direct commentary on translation, although he did write several pieces
about his own literary technique. Due to the overlap between the two practices, some of this we
can apply to translation as well. In order to expand on what we can extrapolate from this
discourse, I also examine the place of translation in the Oulipo, the literary group he co-founded
in 1960. This includes an examination of translational processes in collaborative group
publications and solo endeavors, as well as insight drawn from a series of interviews I conducted
with members of the group in 2017-2018. In part three, I delve into translational processes
visible in his fiction and poetry. These I classify as small-scale or large-scale processes,
depending on how they function and the level at which they affect the target text. Next, I provide
examples of certain processes to illustrate how they differ from one another, and finally, I
undertake several close readings of texts to demonstrate how Queneau effectively employed
these translational processes in his writing.

1 – Writing as a Practice of Rewriting, Rewriting as a Process of Translation
Queneau wrote more about his own writing then he did about his work in translation. And yet,
even with regard to his own work, he was not overly verbose. Since he made so few direct
statements on translation, it has been necessary for me to develop my own ideas of what he
thought about translation through examinations of his work as a literary translator as well as by
reading between the lines in other tangential sources. Despite these lacunae, I have no doubt that
he employed processes I regard as being “translational” in his writing as a novelist and poet. By
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defining these processes and how they relate to translation, and then examining instances of them
in his writing, I will illustrate the ways in which his views on language and literature naturally
implicated acts of translation. First, I will focus on the implications of the above-mentioned
conception of writing as rewriting as shared by Queneau and his friend Italo Calvino.
Fortunately, where Queneau seems to have been quite mute on the topic–and, by all reports, on
his own work in general–Calvino spoke at length about the role of translation in his writing.
In 1980, Calvino laid out his views on the topic in an interview with Tullio Pericoli.
While this was several years after Queneau’s death in 1976, let us make use of Calvino’s
explanation, knowing that the two men had spent time discussing both literature and translation
during the decade leading up to Queneau’s death. As Sergio Capello explains,
Calvino, interrogé sur sa vision des rapports entre l’invention et le plagiat dans la création
artistique, affirmait que l’écriture créative se résume toujours à l’exercice d’une fonction
de traduction généralisée. Ayant lui-même pratiqué, lors de la rédaction de certains de ses
romans, la réécriture de textes préexistants, Calvino avait beaucoup réfléchi à cette
démarche qui s’inscrivait à ses yeux dans une sorte de retour de la littérature à sa vocation
originaire d’imitation (mimesis) non pas de la nature en soi, comme le croyaient les
romanciers du XIXe siècle, mais d’une nature conceptualisée en termes de mythe. Ainsi
[…] toute œuvre littéraire s’avérait indissociable plus encore que de son environnement
historique, de la tradition d’où elle était issue et qui, en quelque sorte, en avait préparé la
réalisation. (162)
Thus for Calvino, creative writing always came down to the use of translation in this broader
sense. First of all, he is not saying that writing and translation are the same thing. Instead, for
him, the act of writing implicated functions that were related to translation in a more generalized
definition. In his mind, writing was a form of translation, even if it was not translation in the
sense that we typically give to the word; instead, he speaks of a more expansive conception of
translation. To follow this to its source, I must step away from the narrow definition of
translation as it relates to standard notions of interlinguistic literary translation, and in doing so
open up the term to other possibilities.
317

Accordingly, before I proceed to case-study examples of translational processes in
Queneau’s writing, it is necessary to reassess the way we understand the word translation. This
relates directly to the restrictions we often place on our conception of the word. What do we
mean by “translation”? In the literary world, there are many metaphors to describe what
translation does; historically, people tend to equate translation with the making of a copy, based
on an original. Translation carries with it a certain stigma: the translated text has long been
assigned the secondary role of copy in a hierarchy that insists on comparing it with a creative
original. This brings with it questions of faithfulness and infidelity, of loss, of accuracy, of
inferiority. Thankfully, this focus on the secondary nature of a translation is slowly beginning to
change in theoretical circles, as contemporary theorists of translation are beginning to approach
this problematic mode of thought in new and productive ways.
What is actually taking place when we translate a text? The myth has it that a translator is
in some way replicating an “original,” a “source text,” by creating a copy of it in another
language. Long-standing metaphors have come to affect the way we understand translation, by
suggesting that an act of translation involves a spatial act, the moving, or carrying of a text
across linguistic borders, with the goal of preserving it as exactly as possible; exact, even though
a translation out of necessity and by its very nature takes on a completely different linguistic
form. There is little sense to this statement. As Karen Emmerich puts it in Literary Translation
and the Making of Originals, “translation doesn’t move an invariant semantic content across
linguistic divides, like a freight train carrying a cargo of meaning to be unloaded on the far side
of some clearly demarcated border” (4). A source text doesn’t go anywhere, but instead a new
text is created, one with a certain set of links to the first text. Since this is beyond dispute, these
notions of copies and their spatial metaphor are as unrealistic as they are problematic.
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As a professional literary translator who has studied translation theory and has worked on
a wide variety of translation projects over the past decade, my experience and personal
understanding of literary translation have led me to my own ever-evolving conclusions about
what translation is. As I worked to highlight in the previous chapters, I believe translation to be
first and foremost an interpretive act: a series of decisions based on an interpretation of a text,
guided by an understanding I have come to as a very close reader of that text. When I translate,
I’m not using alchemy to transform the French words into English words, I can’t replace each
French word with an “identical” English word and end up with an English copy, as if by the flick
of a switch. I’m not dressing the French words up in snugly-fitting English clothing. Instead, I
see translation as an act of critical rewriting: when my project is complete, the French words are
still there on the pages where they were laid out before me, and next to them, on fresh new
pages, there is now a new text, an English text. The two are intricately linked, in a manner that
depends on my goals for the project and the possibilities of language, but the original text and its
translation are not one and the same. Their sameness is built out of difference. My goal is to
recreate as much as possible of my reading of the first text in the writing of my translation, but
ultimately, I am not tangibly preserving anything: only connections remain. I reimagine it; I
create a new representation of what it represents to me. I rewrite it in English.
If translation could truly create a copy, these outdated ways of conceiving of the act of
literary translation would have some validity. In reality, a translator is constantly forced to make
choices based on the project, on his or her goals in undertaking the translation, and these goals
are based on his or her critical reading of the source text. It is this unavoidable agency on the part
of a translator that defines both the variability of resulting translations and the instability of a
source text. I don’t believe that there is such a thing as a perfect translation, as there are no
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identical copies to be had in literary translation. I would argue that there are such things as
incorrect translations, or even better, incorrect passages, because mistakes are common, even
inevitable, whether through lack of training or simply by accident. However, even this is
complicated, as the mode of comparison can never truly account for the unannounced intentions
of a translator. Instead, I would argue that many interpretations are possible for a literary text.
One might suit my own interpretation better than another, while another might suit my era or my
locale better. As Emmerich states, “Give seventy translators an identical swatch of text and,
unless divinely inspired, they will produce seventy different translations that accord with their
diverse understandings of what the text means, and of the relative importance of its various
features” (1). For each of these seventy translators, while the printed text they start from may be
identical, the manner in which they will read it must always be different, as this depends on their
background, their education, their interests, their own literary and cultural baggage, even their
mood or the background noise where they are working. As such, while the results will surely
differ, it can also be argued that the “source text” they were trying to represent in their target
language was also a different text: a fluid, unstable text that signified differently to each one of
them. If each translator works differently, each project has its own goals, and the “original” is a
fluid text, a resulting interpretive act can never create a true copy, only a new representation.
To illustrate this, let us consider the following: if a translation could truly result in a
copy, why is there such variance in translations of poetry? In each translated version of a poem,
the translator has had to choose which features or systems are the most important to their
reading, as it is always impossible to recreate them all simultaneously. Does one lean toward
meaning while ignoring rhyme and meter? Choose rhythm over assonance? How about
privileging the sound of the poem when it is read aloud over how it looks on the page? If
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translation is a question of equivalence, of creating a trans-linguistic replica or copy, why would
we ever see a prose translation of alexandrines? It is because in each case, by giving preference
to a particular system while recomposing the text in the target language, the translator must
necessarily ignore or at least give less preference to other systems, or opt for some sort of
compromise that addresses neither system in its entirety. This is the nature of translation, and at
its root is the dissimilar makeup of languages, which are incompatible systems.
To better clarify my regular usage of the word “system” as I proceed, it is important for
me to mention the work of Itamar Even-Zohar, the Israeli semiotician who developed
“polysystem theory” in the 1970s. For Even-Zohar, “semiotic phenomena, i.e., sign-governed
human patterns of communication (e.g. cultures, languages, literature, society) should be
regarded as systems rather than conglomerates of disparate elements” (288). In his opinion, this
resulted in a shift from straight data-collection or a focus on individual elements to a functional
approach centered on relations. More specifically, in employing this term to describe the
networks of constructed signification in a text that can be unearthed by the translator-critic so as
to prioritize and recreate, I gesture toward Even-Zohar’s theory of dynamic systems, which he
uses to describe heterogeneic polysystems such as language. I have opted for this terminology
first due to Queneau’s own familiarity with Saussurian linguistics and semiotics, but second (and
most of all) because of an innate belief that neither criticism nor translation operates on a level of
static lexical equivalence, but that both are instead more accurately a question of relations,
interactions and reactions. Like Even-Zohar, Berman was an advocate of viewing textual
relations as systems; in a more sweeping statement, he cites Émile Benveniste as having written,
“Le langage n’est en un sens qu’un système de signes parmi d’autres; mais en un autre sens, c’est
le système des systèmes, celui qui permet d’interpréter tous les autres” (L’épreuve 292). With
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this noted, I have avoided an overreliance on semiotic terminology in this dissertation, and my
use of the term “system” is intended in a slightly more general way, to indicate any
interconnected signifying relationship a critical reading can perceive in the signification of a text,
be it lexical, semantic, poetic, formal, cultural, meta-textual, or some other relation.
The act of translation, in my experience, is constituted by an interconnected series of
interpretive decisions. A source text is a codified network of systems: cultural, historical, social,
philosophical. A writer codifies these systems into language, which is itself a network of
systems: semantic, stylistic, grammatical, visual, textual, literary. For those who insist on
maintaining spatial metaphors of translation, which is common given the etymology of the word
translation, the act of translation involves carrying across as many of these systems into a new
network of systems of representation. In my understanding of the process, as a literary translator
working from French to English, literary translation instead involves recreating or rewriting as
many of these systems found in one network (linguistic-French) within another (linguisticEnglish). What is more, in generalized translation, there is no need for us to limit this transaction
to two “like” or near-identical systems. For example, translation is not only a valid concept
moving from one linguistic system to another linguistic system. Because the resulting
reproduction must be re-encoded, the systems involved in this exchange can be considerably
more distant or distinct.
Let us consider ekphrasis. It is not possible to truly recreate a painting, figurative or
abstract, using only words. And yet, many of the systems that make up a work of art can be
represented and conveyed in writing. When François Le Lionnais, co-founder of the Oulipo, was
imprisoned in the German concentration camp at Dora in 1944, one of the ways he passed the
time was to describe a different work of art from the Louvre each day. He described them in the
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sort of detail only available to someone with a photographic memory, doing so to distract
himself, as well as for the benefit of the men standing at attention next to him during these
sessions in the courtyard that could last up to four hours a day. Was he showing his companions
the paintings? Clearly not, but they could still visualize them from his linguistic representation.
He produced a verbal memory translation of each of them, replacing visual representation with
oral signs. The paintings and sculptures he described never left the Louvre, but by encoding into
language the many individual parts and systems that made them up, he was able to convey in
detail their beauty and their constitutive elements and systems to his fellow prisoners. 2
My experience translating constrained literature has led me to consider translation in this
way, especially in the case my translations of texts by Queneau, or by colleagues of his from the
Oulipo such as Olivier Salon, Jacques Jouet, or François Caradec. The process involved in
translating constrained literature highlights the systemic way in which translation operates, and
constrained writing adds a further non-negotiable system to the equation. One could, in theory,
translate Georges Perec’s La Disparition without taking into account the dominant constraint
among many, the lipogramatic system which prohibited Perec from using the letter “e.” On the
one hand, by translating this novel without reproducing this constraining system, which is
paramount to the effect and meaning of the work, the resulting translation would not share this
key feature with La Disparition. Conversely, by focusing on the constraint to be preserved, by
attaching primary significance to the fact that his translation of La Disparition could not employ
the letter “e,” the novel’s English-language translator, Gilbert Adair, was forced to make many
circuitous deviations in semantic and stylistic content. The prioritization of one system caused
other signifying systems to be relegated to secondary importance or ignored altogether.
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My first experience with this sort of constrained translation came in the winter of 2011,
when I translated twenty-seven further “Exercises in Style” by Queneau that would eventually
see publication by New Directions in the 65th anniversary edition of his seminal work, alongside
the original ninety-nine translations Barbara Wright produced in 1958. Certain exercises in this
project made clear to me the extra work involved in translating constrained literature. This either
involved prioritizing certain systems implicated by the constraints with which the texts had been
written, in the case of texts written with “hard” constraints, (for examples, see “Lescurian Translation,” “Nothing,” and “Oil,”), or it necessitated the importing of lexical material from domains
that for me were not typical of literature (“Set Theory,” or “Geometrical”). 3 However, it wasn’t
until the summer of 2012, when I tried my hand at an Oulipian text by Olivier Salon, that I truly
began to see the extent to which focusing on one system in translation can come at the expense
of others. This brief text, “Les Stations du cri,” or “The Stations of the Cry,” in my version, took
the form of what Salon called a “progressive inverse lipogram.” The text is twenty-six
paragraphs long, and each was visually and orally alliterated with a certain letter of the alphabet,
starting at “z” and working its way down progressively. At the end of each paragraph, which was
punctuated by a pun (“It is no longer time for tea!” (Salon 1)), that letter disappeared from the
text, never to be employed again. Thus Olivier wrote his third paragraph with no “z” or “y,” and
his tenth with no “z” through “q.” In this project, the unquestionable necessity of preserving the
lipogramatic constraint meant that other systems, even basic semantic correlations, were
deprioritized. The resulting text involved creative decisions that one might suggest to be more
along the lines of inventive writing than rewriting. In translating Salon’s text, a series of critical
decisions as to which systems in the network were most important shaped the construction of my
new text, as recreating one system in English led to others being left by the wayside.
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How, then, does this notion of systems relate to what I will claim to be translational
processes in Queneau’s writing? Translation, in its broader meaning, operates much the same on
a conceptual level as traditional literary translation: it is through the same act of recreating one
system within another network that these processes take place. Instead of re-encoding a given
system from a text in one language within a text being written in another, these practices often
involve recreating very different types of systems, inserting them and encoding them into a new
network of systems: in this case, the target (or new) text. Sometimes, there are still interlinguistic
components to these operations, such as when Queneau or Joyce incorporated words from
foreign lexicons into their writing (Zazie’s bloudjinnzes, for instance), or translated borrowed
phrases. For Queneau and his Oulipian colleague Georges Perec, another regularly-employed
local-scale process took the form of citation, regardless of whether this involved an inter- or
intra-linguistic shift. I will examine a number of these processes, methods which are related to
translation in the way they function by seeking out systems in literary or non-literary sources to
be re-encoded and incorporated into the network of systems which make up the new text.
Berman defined these distinctively different ways of thinking of translation as “la théorie
restreinte” and “la théorie généralisée” (L’épreuve 292), and while he disagreed with how far
certain thinkers such as George Steiner and Michel Serres took their conception of traduction
généralisée (or “duction,” for Serres,) allowing it to encompass almost any sort of change or
transformation, he notes that to a certain extent, a broader (if not extreme or all-encompassing)
conception of translation is inevitable. “C’est un fait que ce concept [la traduction] ne cesse de
déborder toute définition limitée qu’on peut en donner. Ce débordement sémantique – et
épistémologique – paraît inévitable, et correspond du reste à la perception courante: la
traduction, c’est toujours bien plus que la traduction” (L’épreuve 292). Although I do at times
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make use of the term “traduction généralisée” or “generalized translation” to describe the
broader mode of translation act I describe, for simplicity’s sake I will continue to refer to an act
of source-to-target interlinguistic translation as “literary translation” instead of adopting
Berman’s traduction restreinte. As I see literary translation to be a very creative enterprise in its
own right, I prefer to avoid any terminology that would suggest it to be “limited” or “narrow,”
even if this is only by comparison.
By positioning this broader view of translation alongside the belief that writing is an
artisanal task of rewriting, it is easy enough to posit a relationship between the two. Again, this is
not to say that writing and translation are the same thing. As Emmerich states, “At the very most,
translation could be considered a particular form of writing with constraint. The recent surge in
interest in other modes of citational composition should, meanwhile, show us that ‘original
writing’ is a misnomer with deep, and deeply problematic, ideological underpinnings” (188).
While I agree with this statement, I also believe this relationship can be inverted: if translation is
a particular form of writing with constraint, forms of writing under constraint that also involve
similar operations are forms of translation. If writing as rewriting is fundamentally based on
drawing elements from other works to then be re-encoded within the network of systems of a
new text, such processes are translational in nature. Due to the fragmentary nature of writing as
rewriting, and the blurring of sources that inevitably takes place, we cannot look at rewriting as
producing a copy; instead, it is a question of re-creation, of recontextualization, of de- and recomposition: the incorporation of materials from any possible source into a new combinatorial
network. In Queneau’s case, this meant the incorporation and/or transmutation of a diverse
quantity of elements and systems that he would embed within the text he was working on,
regardless of the size and nature of the system in question.
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The act of combinatorial rewriting, based on the understanding that all of these borrowed
materials were fair game for literary re-encoding, will also of course raise questions about
plagiarism. Some will even question whether the resulting work can be considered a new literary
work at all. However, when the understanding has been reached that there is no true original, that
all literary works are in constant communication with each other, what is plagiarism? Many of
literature’s great writers worked in a similar fashion.4 Calvino addressed this shared view on
rewriting, stating, “Toute lecture véritable est une sorte d’effraction, un vol avec effraction…
Naturellement, les œuvres littéraires sont conçues pour être dévalisées, en ce sens. Tout comme
le labyrinthe qui est construit est construit délibérément pour s’y perdre, mais également pour s’y
retrouver” (Italo Calvino, qtd. in and translated by Cappello 162-63). While Calvino here speaks
of theft and also mentions plagiarism, the negative connotations that these notions carry are a
moot point when one firmly believes in the interconnectedness of all writing. Cappello interprets
Calvino’s statements by highlighting the idea that all artistic creation involves plagiarism in
some capacity. As he explains it,
En se reliant à d’autres œuvres, précédentes et futures, l’œuvre véritable fonde, comme les
produits de l’artisanat, un rapport vivant avec la tradition et afflue ainsi dans un patrimoine
appartenant à l’humanité entière: “On doit éprouver le plaisir d’entrer dans un travail
interpersonnel,” écrit à ce propos Calvino, “dans quelque chose qui nous fasse penser à une
sorte de processus naturel auquel ont contribué plusieurs générations, et qui nous fasse
sortir de cette lutte individuelle pour la créativité d’où l’on peut parfois tirer quelques
satisfactions mais également beaucoup de stress. Participer à une création collective, à
quelque chose qui a commencé avant nous et qui, vraisemblablement, continuera après
nous, nous donne l’impression d’une force qui nous traverse.” (163, his translation)
Instead of plagiarism, Calvino makes the case for the erasure of the inspired author through
participation in a natural process of shared creativity. With the freedom to treat the systems of all
previous artistic creation as potential elements of new texts, writers like Calvino and Queneau
embraced their role in the perpetuation of an interconnected web of creative thinking and
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production – not exclusively literary – that began centuries before them, just as their work is now
available to be taken up as a material and conceptual source by future artists and writers.

2 – Beyond Queneau: Rewriting and Translational Processes in a Wider Historical Context
Queneau and Calvino were by no means the only writers to conceive of writing in this way.
Emmerich makes a similar case for the poetics of Jack Spicer, who, in her words, felt that “each
‘new’ poem [was] merely a resting place in a never-ending stream of tradition, an instantiation of
a single, timeless, languageless story or poem” (166), adding that for Spicer, “writing [came]
from elsewhere, [was] an act of self-incorporation into a broader tradition via an engagement
with the work of others” (176). His “recombinatory channeling of other voices” (182) is perhaps
more metaphysical than artisanal in its conception, but knowing Queneau’s taste for
metaphysics, I suspect he wouldn’t object to this slightly different way of formulating a similar
conception. However it is explained, the combinatorial nature of these processes, which involve
taking elements from a selected source to recode them in a new textual context, is in its very
essence an act of translation. Queneau did not discuss the creative possibilities of translation, but
this is not to say that he had not considered them. For instance, in a journal entry from 1948,
recopied on 25 May 1953, alongside other potential new projects, he writes, “Traduire Kavafi
dans le style d’Aloysius Bertrand” (Journaux 806). The title and procedures of another brief text,
“Une traduction en joycien,” published in Bâtons, chiffres et lettres in 1950, suggests that he did
view at least certain processes as being related to translation. Having read as widely as he had,
and given the writers he admired the most, there is little doubt that he had been exposed to such
ideas. After all, writing as rewriting is not a new idea, and neither is exploring the greater
creative possibilities of translation. Many prominent writers and theorists have espoused such
views and even detailed similar methodologies.
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A conversation about creative translation cannot overlook the contribution of Ezra Pound,
whom Queneau had read in English as early as 1922. As the Brazilian writer and translator
Haroldo de Campos explained,
L’acheminement poétique de Pound, qui culmine avec “Les Cantos,” a été toujours
pointillé d’aventures de traduction, à travers lesquelles le poète critiquait son propre
instrument linguistique et le soumettait aux variations les plus diverses et stockait des
matériaux pour ses poèmes en préparation. Pound a développé ainsi toute une théorie de la
traduction et toute une revendication pour la catégorie esthétique de la traduction comme
création. (74)
If Pound can perhaps be said to have laid the contemporary groundwork for renewed twentiethcentury experimentation in creative translation, many others followed suit. The great Argentine
writer Jorge Luis Borges had similar beliefs and made use of practices not unlike those I am
describing with respect to Queneau. Borges once said,
I do not write, I rewrite. My memory produces my sentences. I have read so much and I
have heard so much. I admit it: I repeat myself. I confirm it: I plagiarize. We are all the
heirs of millions of scribes who have already written down all that is essential a long time
before us. We are all copyists, and all the stories we invent have already been told. There
are no longer any original ideas. (Borges, qtd. in Kristal 135)
Efraín Kristal suggests that Borges did not feel badly about this, “unless one’s aim is to be
original, since it is always possible to make versions, combinations, and variations” (135).
Accordingly, “Translation, for Borges, is at the core of any literary practice” (135). This was the
case from the very beginning of his writing career. Shortly before setting to work on the
vignettes that would become his first book of literary prose, Historia universal de la infamia
(1935), Borges published Spanish-language translations of Marcel Schwob’s Vies imaginaires
(1896) in the weekly Buenos Aires Critica supplement La Revista Multicolor de los Sábados.
Several of these he translated himself, and, much as Schwob had before him, he set to work
constructing his “Universal History of Infamy” by drawing passages and details from historical
writings. These “ejercicios de prosa narrativa,” as Borges called them, function through what
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Sergio Waisman describes as “a practice of mistranslation, of writing as (mis)translation” (88),
further emphasizing “the role of translation in setting the elements of the fictions in motion
(88).” As Borges himself put it in “La Flor de Coleridge,” an essay Queneau read in 1957:
If the doctrine that all authors are one is valid, such facts are, of course, insignificant. […]
For the classical mind, literature is the essential thing, not individuals. George Moore and
James Joyce incorporated into their works the pages and sentences of others; Oscar Wilde
used to give plots away for others to develop; both procedures, though apparently
contradictory, may reveal an identical sense of art, an ecumenical, impersonal perception.
Another witness of the Word’s profound unity, another who defied the limitations of the
individual, was the renowned Ben Jonson, who upon writing his literary testament and the
favorable or adverse opinions he held of his contemporaries, simply combined fragments
from Seneca, Quintilian, Justus Lipsius, Vives, Erasmus, Machiavelli, Bacon, and the two
Scaligers. […] For many years I thought that the almost infinite world of literature was in
one man. That man was Carlyle, he was Johannes Becher, he was Whitman, he was Rafael
Cansinos Asséns, he was De Quincey. (242)
Queneau came to read Borges in the 1950s and 1960s, mostly in French translations by Roger
Caillois, and clearly shared many of these beliefs. However, he himself had already been using
creative translation as a writing tool for several decades by the time he read the Argentinian’s
opinion on the matter.
The practices resulting from this way of looking at literature did not always take the same
form, nor was it consistently referred to in the same way. For the aforementioned Haroldo De
Campos and certain of his colleagues in the Brazilian “Noigandres” group of poets, the use of
creative translation processes in their writing was thought of as transcreation. For American poet
and translator Jerome Rothenberg, such processes included “othering, and more narrowly total
translation.” As Rothenberg explained, “Like [Haroldo De Campos], I came more and more to
think of translation as the foundation for the larger part of what I and others had been practicing
as poetry” (n.p.). Creative practices of translation were also an important part of the
L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E poetics movement of the 1970s and ‘80s. As Charles Bernstein puts it,
“The poetics of translation inform many aspects of the expanded field of L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E
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[…]: translation as metaphor, or better to say metaphor as translation – from English to English,
dialect to idiolect, thought to text, visual to verbal, and so on” (294).
In a Canadian context, in the spring of 1973, bpNichol and Steve McCaffery formed the
Toronto Research Group in order to investigate, among other topics, the role of translation in
their poetics. For the T.R.G., translation could be both “homolinguistically based (which is to say
as a transmittance and reception within the same language but issuing from discrete speech
communities) and heterolinguistically (i.e. between two different languages” (McCaffery and
Nichol 27-28). Since they did not consider “translation as being necessarily an informational
service,” they believed it could “become a creative endeavor in its own right” (32). In this light,
they argued that “translation becomes the act of organizing space, semantic balances and the
emotional weight between individual word-objective-phenomena; the exploration of syntactic
possibilities; the modification of pressures among and between words – configurational
modification” (32). In their experimentation, and especially in Nichol’s 1979 book Translating
Translating Apollinaire, the two poets explored the possibilities brought about by isolating (or
freezing) one or more of the systems (axes) of a source text during an act of translation in order
to provide new creative outcomes. The processes they employed included memory translation;
homophonic translation (for them a form of “geomantic translation [that] fixes the auditory axis
of both the primary text and translation” (40)); “acrostic translation”; and a spatial method of
creative translation that one might call “cartographic translations,” 5 among others.
Another set of similar beliefs can be found in closer proximity to Queneau’s own
historical axis. This includes creative translation practices by members of the Oulipo itself, as
well as those currently being explored by one of their contemporary offshoots, the Outranspo.
For the Oulipo, translation gradually became an important part of the creative process, especially
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after the group added non-Francophone members who participated regularly. From the outset,
the group had a number of polyglot writers as members, including Queneau, noted translator
Jean Queval, and, by the late 1960s, Jacques Roubaud and Georges Perec. With the election of
the American Harry Mathews in 1973, there was a further turn towards translation. This line of
inquiry gained more prominence in their work over time, taking another step forward with the
election of German poet Oskar Pastior in 1992 and English writer-translator Ian Monk in 1998.
More recently, the group has seen the addition of Spanish to the group lexicon, with the arrival
of Argentine writer Eduardo Berti and Spanish writer Pablo Martín Sánchez in 2014.
As for the few Oulipians who are still around from Queneau’s time in the group, I
arranged to interview a number of them in Paris on the subject of Queneau and translation. It
seemed to me that since there is such a glaring gap in research when it comes to his work in and
with translation, their reminiscences and points of view might provide me with additional
information that I would not find in previous scholarship. And, while they do not speak for
Queneau, these are writers who spent time with him in a literary context that involved regular
discussion as well as collaborative work. There seems to be a consensus among them that there
wasn’t a great deal of discussion about literary translation at their monthly meetings in the early
days of the group, or at least not until the question was forced to the forefront when the time
came for Perec’s legendary work La Disparition to be translated into other languages. However,
in what these members told me and in what they have written over the years, it is evident that
even if it was not a regular topic of discussion during the group’s first few years, it was in fact a
notion that was always present in some capacity, and one which became an increasingly
prevalent subject of discussion as time went by.
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In an article on Queneau that largely focuses on the relationship between the sciences and
literature in his writing, Paul Braffort 6 found that the relationship between these two disciplines
featured an embedded notion of general translation. He writes, “Une traduction est évidemment
une transmutation particulière […] Traduction et critique sont des activités qui vont souvent de
pair avec l’activité créatrice d’un écrivain – tout comme celle d’une scientifique: la mise en
forme d’une théorie n’est-elle pas une sorte de traduction?” (“Langue” 178). These other
Oulipians make no claim of speaking for Queneau, and their opinions on the subject are not
necessarily specific to Queneau’s work, but the consensus still reflects a common belief among
at least certain members of the group in the creative potential of translation. Despite the fact that
the group has always been quite heterogeneous in its makeup, this still suggests that these
notions of Oulipian culture are rooted and have been lasting parts of their theory and practice.
Marcel Bénabou informed me that when he joined the Oulipo in 1970, translation had
started to become a regular part of the conversation. By the time the group began publishing
collectively and released La littérature potentielle in May 1973, the roots of this thinking were
already in place. For example, in describing the three “primary vocations of the Oulipo” under
the heading of “Littérature combinatoire,” Claude Berge suggests that the third vocation,
[…] et celle qui nous intéresse peut-être le plus, est la transposition dans le domaine des
mots de concepts existants dans les différentes branches des mathématiques: Géométrie
(poèmes tangents entre eux de Le Lionnais), Algèbre de Boole (intersection de deux
romans, de J. Duchateau), Algèbre matricielle (multiplication de textes, de R. Queneau)
etc… (Oulipo Littérature 45-46)
While the chosen term here is “transposition,” which, coming from Middle French, is defined as
“to transfer” and “to render symbolically,” the difference in our context is negligible when
compared etymologically to the English “translate,” although there is a slight semantic shift in
agency between the English “to translate” and the French “traduire.” In any case, the line of
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experimentation follows very similar lines to those I am exploring in Queneau’s writing, and is
indicative at least in some part of his formative influence on the group.
The group employs a number of other translation-related processes in this their first
collective anthology: Perec names his lipogramatic versions of Rimbaud and Baudelaire
(excerpted from La Disparition) “Traductions Lipogrammatiques de Poèmes Bien Connus,”
suggesting that this constrained rewriting was for him a form of translation. Queneau too
contributed a lipogram, his in A, E, and Z; this short example, beginning with “Ondoyons un
poupon, dit Orgon, fil d’Ubu,” has him drawing his constrained character names from Jarry’s
Ubu Roi and Marivaux’s Le Jeu de l’amour et du hasard, linking his new text to theirs. Perec
had already extended this lineage by citing Queneau’s lipogram, unattributed, in the twenty-fifth
chapter of La Disparition. Other examples in the group’s anthologies undoubtedly fall under the
umbrella of broadened translation, some even adding interlinguistic translation to the mix, such
as Luc Étienne’s bilingual palindromes, which appeared in the Atlas de littérature potentielle:
“Ted, I beg, am I not ever a venom? / Mon Eva rêve ton image, bidet!” and “Untrodden russet. /
T’es sûr, Ned dort nu?” (Oulipo Atlas 222).
As Bénabou explained, by the time the Oulipo had begun to expand in the late 1960s,
translation had become a regular staple of conversation, as an understanding of constrained
writing or as a constituent part of constrained writing. He elaborates:
Même assez souvent, la comparaison, ou en tout cas, la mise côte-à-côte de la traduction
et des contraintes oulipiennes, on y faisait allusion. C’était quelque chose qui revenait et
revenait dans la conversation. La traduction comme exercice oulipien. On a même fait,
dans l’Atlas de littérature potentielle, un chapitre qui s’appelle TRANS, où il y a de
différents types de traductions. En particulier, la traduction homophonique. (“Interview”)
The section Bénabou refers to contains a number of such processes, giving examples of ten
different forms of creative translation, many of which are similar in nature to the experiments of
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the Toronto Research Group, in that they focus on freezing one linguistic axis to effect change
on the resulting text. For the Oulipo, these processes included traduction homophonique;
traduction homosyntaxique; traduction homosémantique; traduction homosémantique avec
modification de la forme littéraire; traduction homosémantique avec modification du genre
littéraire; traduction homolexicale; traduction translexicale; traduction translexicale avec une
contrainte littérale: Lipogramme, Pangramme, Hétérogramme, etc.; La Transplantation ou
traduction translexicale double. The definition of their work with translation that is given in the
article, which is signed M.B.H.M. [Marcel Bénabou & Harry Mathews], is in keeping with our
more generalized conception, but with a focus on intralinguistic processes:
Il s’agira ici surtout de traduire des textes à l’intérieur d’une même langue. En effet, on
peut considérer que, dans son acception courante, la traduction n’est qu’un cas particulier
du procédé qui consiste à remplacer un énoncé par un autre en opérant une substitution
lexicale affectant le moins possible les autres composantes. Mais il n’est nul besoin de s’en
tenir là. Rien n’interdit d’opérer les substitutions qui portent sur les éléments
habituellement modifiés. Ainsi on peut mettre en jeu des éléments tels que le son, le sens,
la syntaxe et même le genre littéraire. (Oulipo Atlas 143)
Bénabou himself contributed a homophonic translation of Catullus into French (à la Zukofsky),
and he and Mathews collaborated on some short examples that make it clear that the Oulipo, at
least in the 1970s, were pursuing similar avenues to those Queneau had engaged with years
before. Together, they worked on a series of “traductions trans-textuelles,” projects in which they
developed two corpuses, the first from Genesis, the second from the beginning of Raymond
Roussel’s Locus Solus, and then attempted to translate/recreate each text using only the lexical
corpus of the other text (Bénabou “Interview”). In 1975, Mathews also contributed a new
multilingual tool to the group, which he called L’Egal Franglais; this was a lexicon that
originally included 425 terms which all met the criteria of the following rules:
1. Each word must be spelled in exactly the same way in both French and English, aside
from accents and capitals.
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2. No meaning should be shared by the French and English word. This includes secondary
meanings (court, for example, is excluded, since the French word means not only ‘short’
and ‘(someone) runs’ but ‘(tennis) court.’ (Mathews, qtd. in Bloomfield 1)
Georges Perec would use an expanded form of this list to compose a series of perfectly bilingual
poems, Poèmes Trompe-l’Oeil (1978). While these processes were for the most part conceived of
as being “constrained” writing methods, they overlap in many ways with the processes I am
referring to in Queneau’s case as being translational in their nature.
Thus Marcel Bénabou, and alongside him other members of the group such as Mathews
and Perec, continued on in the tradition Queneau had established in his writing practice,
combining translational processes within their experimentation. For Bénabou, a generalized
notion of translation is at the very root of language:
Je suis pour l’idée que la traduction ouvre un champ beaucoup plus vaste que ce qu’on
appelle traditionnellement “traduction” et que l’usage que nous faisons du langage est
toujours une traduction, puisqu’on traduit en mots […] précisément, tout est traduction,
puisqu’il faut trouver dans le langage quelque chose qui correspond à ce qu’on a pensé ou
à ce qu’on a voulu dire. (“Interview”)
By extension, if writing is itself a form of translation, it follows that the particular form of rewriting that Queneau practiced can also be seen as translation-related, part of what Bénabou
described as “l’universalité absolue de la traduction comme activité intellectuelle” (“Interview”).
Jacques Jouet was not a member of the Oulipo during Queneau’s lifetime. He began his
association with the group in 1978, two years after Queneau’s death, and was invited to join in
1983. However, after nearly forty years in the group, during which time he wrote a critical
monograph on Queneau, I consider him to be an Oulipian descendant of Queneau. To the above,
Jouet made mention of one further period of increased Oulipian attention to translation,
specifically the several years of preparation that went into the first large-scale translation of the
Oulipo’s work into English. This was the Oulipo Compendium, edited by Mathews and Alastair
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Brotchie, and published by Atlas Press in London in 1998. According to Jouet, this process
involved elaborate discussion on how to translate their constrained texts, many of which
involved creative translation to a great degree due to the formal difficulties in translation their
constraints inspired. Although he does not view himself as a translator, having participated only
in a few collaborative translation projects, for Jouet, translation is an important component of his
own writing, or as he wrote in 2014, “Il n’y a que les choses intraduisibles qui méritent d’être
traduites. Essayer d’écrire des choses intraduisibles est, dans mes projets actuels, une piste non
négligeable” (“Correspondence”). The larger conception of the role of translation, without using
the exact word, is also present in Jouet’s conception of writing as re-writing. As he put it, “Je ne
crois pas du tout à l’originalité de toute mes transpositions, mes déplacements de choses… Il y a
un principe de déplacement on l’utilise beaucoup quand on écrit et puis on se masque, on efface
les traces” (“Interview”).
I interviewed Jacques Roubaud in May 2018. He is one of the most respected French
poets and translators of his generation. He joined the Oulipo in 1966, and translation has always
been a key focus of his poetics: as he told me, as a poet, “on ne compose pas si on ne traduit pas”
(“Interview”). Roubaud’s vast knowledge of literary history led him to liken Queneau’s
importation of literature and language from diverse literary and historical sources to the work of
an admired figure of the French Renaissance, the French humanist poet and member of the
Pléiade, Jacques Peletier du Mans. Roubaud explained that by working in this manner,
[…] [Queneau] renouait avec quelque chose qui est du seizième siècle, la Renaissance.
Comme Albert-Marie Schmidt l’avait assez souligné, il y a une ressemblance très claire
entre Queneau et […] Jacques Peletier du Mans, parce que Jacques Peletier était
mathématicien, poète et également quelqu’un qui voulait modifier l’orthographe,
d’enrichir… de ne pas limiter l’utilisation des mots du français aux mots nobles et mots
habituels, etc. Il y a une démarche chez Peletier du Mans qui est très semblable à celle de
Queneau. (“Interview”)
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For a better understanding of the role of translation in his own writing, Roubaud referred me to
“Toujours, Traduisant,” the critical afterword Abigail Lang had recently written for the second
edition of Roubaud’s Traduire, journal (2018). Indeed, in her illustration of the role of
translation in Roubaud’s translational poetics, there are many echoes with Queneau’s own
processes. For instance, according to Léon Robel, who co-founded the research group Le Cercle
Polivanov with Roubaud in 1969, “la théorie de la traduction est la théorie du sens: les variants
d’un texte, ses reformulations successives, peuvent être considérées comme des traductions
internes, ce qui met en évidence le rôle essentiel de l’opération traduisante dans la création
poétique” (Robel qtd. in Lang 348). For Roubaud, translation is “[une] partie nécessaire du
travail de la poésie” (“Interview”). Lang’s exploration of Roubaud’s practice centers not only on
the interlinguistic translative act, but also on the expansive possibilities of translation. As she
puts it, “La traduction, proprement dite, comme la lecture, sont des cas particuliers de la
traduction généralisée” (349). In Roubaud’s work, she sees an overt similarity with the practice
of Ezra Pound, as the poet Octavio Paz had also once suggested. She writes, “On reconnaît [dans
les transmutations de la poésie japonaise faites par Roubaud] la stratégie du make it new
pratiquée et prônée par Pound: s’approprier des poèmes anciens pour en faire des poèmes de
maintenant et, plus largement, rénover le passé pour renouveler le présent” (353-54). This meant
appropriating previous writings, but also bringing them forward into a new system. Roubaud
seems to have shared with Queneau a conception of the available materiality of past literatures.
Lang explains that for Roubaud, “cette conception foncièrement collectiviste et traditionnelle de
la littérature explique que Roubaud ne parle pas de création mais de composition, comme s’il ne
s’agissait jamais que d’assembler des éléments de la tradition d’une manière inédite” (355). And
yet, in participating in the group translation of Vingt poètes américains (1980) alongside fellow
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Oulipians Georges Perec, Harry Mathews, and other talented translator-poets such as Dominique
Fourcade and Michel Deguy, Roubaud also felt that Pound’s goal had been reversed. As Lang
puts it, “Pour les poètes français qui traduisent les poètes américains de l’anthologie, le make it
new fonctionne à l’envers, le détour par l’américain servant à moderniser une langue poétique
française toujours perçue comme plus raide et littéraire que l’anglais” (357); thus, depending on
the source material and the manner it was engaged with, the poem itself could be modernized,
and so could the target language. Roubaud modified Pound’s dictum in the way he saw most
applicable to his aesthetic, writing “J’opposerais à l’injonction poundienne, Make it new!, qui
définit une classe indispensable de traductions (je ne suis pas en train de les récuser), cette autre,
d’essence fort différente: Make it strange! Make it alien!; traduis étranger, traduis autre!
(Roubaud, qtd. in Lang 358). In doing so, he sought to Make it new!, even as he embraced the
étrangeté: both of the source language in its interaction with French, and that inherent to the
original text within its own language. During our conversation, once I had outlined my beliefs as
to Queneau’s use in his writing of translation in this expanded sense, Roubaud agreed, informing
me that such procedures are an important part of his own poetics as well. Not in imitation of
Queneau, he suggested, “mais comme un disciple de Queneau” (“Interview”).
The particular case of the Outranspo is more explicitly tied to conceptions of re-writing
and creative translation. A collective of writers and translators with members on three continents,
the group is currently comprised of thirteen members who have a repertoire of seven different
languages between them. The Outranspo is one of the OuXPo, an acronym “invented by François
Le Lionnais to designate the generality of existing and possible groups, where x = the field in
question” (Oulipo Compendium 318). To highlight the native tongues of their three founders,
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OuTransPo is a trilingual acronym, short for “Ouvroir de Translation Potencial” (FrenchEnglish-Spanish). The group describes itself as
un groupe de traducteurs, écrivains, chercheurs et musiciens hétéroclite et multilingue, qui
se consacre joyeusement aux approches créatives de la traduction, notamment lors de
réunions mensuelles et virtuelles. Fondé en 2012 à Rochester (États-Unis), dans le sillage
de l’Oulipo, et véritablement actif depuis octobre 2014 et le colloque “Traduire les
littératures à contrainte” de Baltimore, “A’ no Proust!” est son cri de guerre, ou, selon les
régions du monde, “No a Proust !” (Outranspo “Welcome”)
I was invited to join the group in 2014. The role of creative translation is fundamental in the
Outranspo’s work, and our goal is the creation of new texts through practices of constrained
translation. To this end, we have developed and catalogued a still-growing list of nearly fifty
translation constraints, some of which we use in our practice, others which are purely theoretical
and remain untested.7 For the Outranspo, there is no question that translation is an expandable
concept, as we believe it to be the concept behind all forms of artistic transformation and
mutation, a tool with which to both Make it new! and Make it strange! Creative translation must
be separated from the more typical conception of translation, i.e. literary translation, because
with creative translation, fidelity and faithfulness are rarely part of the equation. “To the devil
with Fidelity!,” wrote the group in its “Acts de fundación,” as it “advocate[s] a sulphurous kiss
between the original language and the target language, a sensual exchange between author and
translator, the poignant eroticism of the translator traditore!” (Outranspo “Actes” par. 10).
However, the Outranspo does not exclude literary translation in its more accepted designation
from being qualified as “creative,” believing that the act of literary translation, as it produces a
new text, is also a creative act. In the words of Outranspian Santiago Artozqui,
Une traduction est dite créative lorsqu’elle vise prioritairement à rendre des composantes
d’un texte autres que le sens. Par composantes, on entend ici la forme, le rythme, les
références culturelles, bref, tout ce qu’en général le traducteur cherche à restituer en même
temps que le sens. Cette dernière précision est importante, car il ne faudrait pas que l’on
croie que la traduction se définit comme créative par rapport à d’autres qui ne le seraient
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pas. Toute traduction est, par essence, un acte de création, et, de même que les oiseaux
n’ont pas attendu les ornithologues pour voler, les traducteurs n’ont pas attendu les tenants
de la traduction créative pour être créatifs. (1)
While the Outranspians are clearly more overt in their conceptualization of creative translation,
we also see Queneau’s work as an example of what the Oulipo refers to as a “plagiat par
anticipation”: a precursor to our work and a source of inspiration who has undoubtedly been
stealing our ideas and referring to our list of constraints, regardless of the fact that he stopped
writing when he died, some thirty-six years before the formation of the collective.
For an example of an Outranspian constraint that illustrates some of the concepts I am
discussing here, let us turn to a process the Outranspo calls “Tlönslation.” This is a constraint I
developed in the spring of 2016 after a series of discussions with Pablo Martín Ruiz and Santiago
Artozqui. This constraint functions as a creative process that employs the influence of a third
linguistic system to modify an otherwise typical act of interlinguistic translation. In the trial case,
which gave the constraint its name, this meant inserting the rules of a third linguistic system as a
filter between the source and target languages: the rules given to the two fictional languages
Jorge Luis Borges describes in his short story “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius” (1940).
In Borges’s description of the two languages of Tlön, there is a primary difference
between Tlönian and both French and English, my source and target languages. This lies in the
fact that the language of the Tlönians has no nouns. Here, Borges has borrowed notions from
philosophers such as George Berkeley and Fritz Mauthner into his story, and the result is that the
Northern Tlönians, instead of nouns, use adjectival clusters, “the qualities of that which is
perceived,” whereas for the Southerners, nouns are replaced by “impersonal verbs and verbal
derivations,” which “exemplify the mutability” of “transition and flux” (Clarke 1). In terms of
the discussion at hand, this process involves the composition of a new translated text from
multiple sources: those of the interlinguistic source text (in this case, a sonnet by Robert Desnos,
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written in French, whereas my target text was written in English), and those systems described
for the language of one or the other hemisphere of Tlön. As I explain in the introduction to the
published example of this process,
In Tlönslation, these systems are brought to bear on the translation project at hand. This
process by its very nature exerts a violence upon the target language. […] It brings a third
linguistic system into what is usually a two-system operation. This third-party system could
be as simple (or complex) as translating from French to English but observing rules of
German syntax; in this case, the third party just happens to be a rather cursory description
of an invented, mythical language. The violence arises solely because of the differences
between systems. Generally, when we go from a source language to a target language, the
challenge is to stay as true as possible to the source text within the system of the target
language. Therein lies the twist with Tlönslation; the rules of the source language cannot
be fully satisfied, as certain invasive proscriptions from the third language interfere.
(Clarke 1)
This sort of creative translation is an example of the wide variety of procedures used by the
Outranspo. Many of the constraints the group employs in their creations do not differ
fundamentally from the translational processes I have been describing in Queneau’s writing. The
act of intentionally bringing about a confrontation between multiple systems of signification
drawn from other texts, or from other sources such as mathematics, the sciences, philosophy, or
even other languages, functions much in the same way. When he combines systems from
numerous sources in his composition through rewriting, these systems interfere with one another.
This results in a contextual shift and a combinatorial effect that produces something new and
often unexpected in the resulting text. Both Tlönslation and Queneau’s translational rewriting
create layers of meaning even as they forge links to other sources to which they are inextricably
connected and textually independent.
I have shown the presence of this larger conception of translation in the work of a variety
of other twentieth- and twenty-first-century writers of diverse national origins, and have explored
some of the greater implications of these concepts when it comes to notions of writing and
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rewriting. When seen alongside these comparables, Queneau’s work with translational processes
is not an occurrence in isolation but part of a historical continuum of like-minded artists. With
this established, I will now offer some concrete examples of how Queneau employed these
translational processes in his writing. These techniques, which afforded him a unique and
recognizable style, also allowing him to pursue his goal of expanding French literary language.
He did this not through direct acts of literary translation, but through the use of related processes
in his own fiction and poetry.

3 – Translational Processes in the Writings of Raymond Queneau
When I discussed néo-français and the views on language that led Queneau to experiment with it
in Chapter One, I positioned it as just one of several types of external elements that he introduced
into his literary French writing. Materials of this nature make up the more obvious borrowed
elements visible in his writing: the incorporation of lexical, syntactic, and orthographic
representations of that other, non-literary written approximation of French orality, néo-français,
as well as insertions drawn from other languages, such as English, Italian, Hebrew, or Romanian.
And yet, the widely varied systems he incorporated into his writing weren’t in the least limited to
traditional linguistic features.
Beyond the linguistic material insertions that I have discussed, Queneau also saw other
types of systems as equally being available for use; among them, representations of concepts
drawn from the hard sciences and mathematics, from philosophy, history, and critical thought of
all sorts, and just as importantly, material fragments excised from the shared heritage of
literature. These were all materials that he could add to his literary toolbox, and in doing so,
diversify his own personal literary idiom.
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3.1 – Nomenclature: Classification of Translational Processes According to Scale
There are a variety of levels on which these translation-related processes function in Queneau’s
writing. In an attempt to highlight a key distinction, I propose to look at them as operating on
two different scales: local-scale (or small-scale) processes, and global-scale (or large-scale)
processes. In keeping with Queneau’s many-layered approach to writing, however, his texts tend
to function on multiple levels at once. He activates a variety of systems of signification,
processes and methods are stacked one upon the other and often affect one another. Simply
listing them off does not do justice to this coexistence of materials and methods. While the two
simplifying terms I will use can be discussed in isolation, in most cases there will be examples of
both in operation, often simultaneously.
By dividing these translational processes in Queneau’s writing into two different
categories, I am looking at two separate notions of scale: first, the scale of the operation that is
being employed, and second, the scale of the repercussions it has for the work as a whole. Localscale processes involve the insertion or incorporation of materials or fragments drawn from
heterogenous sources into the new text on a localized lexical or syntactic level: at the level of the
letter, the word, or the sentence. Examples of this include Queneau’s use of lexical items drawn
from other languages, such as English, German, Romanian, or lexical, syntactic, or orthographic
traits drawn from néo-français. He also made use of historical strata of the French language,
drawing materials in earlier periods of French linguistic history. For example, he employed this
to linguistically mark the passage of the centuries during his character the Duc d’Auge’s journey
forward through history in Les Fleurs bleues. On a similar scale, another oft-used process
involved the incorporation of literary citation into his texts, often unmarked, and just as often
tweaked or modified. These literary fragments were sometimes drawn from French literature, but
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often from Anglophone literature or other sources. While the first example involves use of the
shared international lexicon of the polyglot, this instead treats fragments excised from other
literatures as “ready-mades,” in the Duchampian sense, exploiting what Queneau considered the
“lieux communs” of global literary history as if it was a writing material like any other. In this
case, the material he employed was borrowed from the shared heritage of literature.
As for large-scale translational processes, I use this term to describe the recreation of a
larger system or group of systems from another network within the code of a new composition.
This generally involves expansive systems drawn from beyond the field of traditional literature
being translated into thematic, narrative, and especially formal literary representations. For
example, taking systems particular to mathematics, the hard sciences, history, and philosophy,
and incorporating them into the organizational processes of writing: into the very fabric of the
novel itself. These borrowed elements can also be drawn from literary sources, and while these
sources can provide raw materials that can also be considered local-scale processes, which occur
on the level of the word or phrase, the focus here is instead on a larger-scale incorporation of
these concepts into the new text via intertextual methods such as rewriting, and pastiche, or
constructions of form. Many of these common literary devices, under a certain light, can be
recast as forms of generalized translation. Another possible description of this can be found in
Jean-Marie Catonné’s take on the process, which he described in terms of the palimpsest:
De nombreuses œuvres de Queneau peuvent ainsi être interprétées comme autant de
palimpsestes, ces manuscrits écrits sur des parchemins dont on avait gratté la première
écriture pour faire place à un nouveau texte […] c’est toute l’œuvre qui est encyclopédique
avec son florilège de citations, de pastiches et d’allusions érudites. Citations souvent
renversées, retournées contre leur auteur, pastiches visant moins à reproduire un style qu’à
le transposer parodiquement, le phagocyter pour l’intégrer au quenien. (Queneau 99)
Catonné describes these transformational processes as palimpsestual instead of translational. In
doing so, I believe he at least partially confuses how these methods function.
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Le Grand Robert defines “palimpseste” as “1. Manuscrit dont on a effacé la première
écriture pour pouvoir écrire un nouveau texte. 2. Œuvre dont le dernier état recouvre des essais
antérieurs. 3. Mécanisme psychologique par lequel de nouveaux sentiments, de nouvelles idées,
se substituent aux précédents et les font disparaître.” Here, there are several important notions to
consider: the idea of erasure, and that of covering or masking. In the first example, the first
writing has been erased, and thus it has not been preserved, or if so, only faintly. In the second,
the new writing covers over the previous text, thus masking it. And in the third, the act of
replacing the initial element by substitution makes that element disappear. The question that
remains, then, with regards to the processes I am discussing in Queneau’s work, is whether or
not the act of rewriting necessitates an erasure of the original source, making it disappear, and
whether in doing so he seeks to cover or mask the source elements he has incorporated into his
new text. It is my contention that this is not the case. In borrowing these elements, be they smallscale or large-scale incorporations, the elements are preserved even as they are modified; the
traces of these processes forge links between the textual elements in both source and target text,
even as their insertion into the new context (and often, their intentional deformation, in
Queneau’s usage) creates new meaning. In operating in this fashion, Queneau is often doubling
the signification of each element, allowing it to signify anew even as it retains a shadow of its
former iteration. By conceiving of these operations as translational instead of palimpsestual, we
can better describe the process as acting on both sources of meaning simultaneously: these
processes do not erase the previous usage, but add to it, much in the way that a translation creates
a new text even as it extends the meaning and life of its source.
Gerard Génette’s comments on the literary palimpsest, however, can help to better
illustrate the twofold nature of the operation:
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Cette duplicité d’objet, dans l’ordre des relations textuelles, peut se figurer par la vieille
image du palimpseste, où l’on voit, sure le même parchemin, un texte se superposer à un
autre qu’il ne dissimule pas tout à fait, mais qu’il laisse voir par transparence. Pastiche et
parodie, a-t-on dit justement, “désignant la littérature comme palimpseste”: ceci doit
s’entendre plus généralement de tout hypertexte, comme Borges le disait déjà du rapport
entre le texte et ses avant-textes. (556)
An etymological examination of the term can also provide some insight. “Palimpsest” is derived
from the root palin- "again, back," which in turn is conjectured to have evolved from the ProtoIndo-European root “kwelə-, meaning "revolve, move round; sojourn, dwell." As is often the
case with translation metaphors, we have once again fallen into spatial metaphors. The repetitive
nature of the idea, akin to that of rewriting, is visible in “again, back,” and yet there is a circular
element added via “revolve, move around.” This, too, fits with the idea of rewriting in our larger,
historical understanding of the process as Queneau saw it. If all writing is rewriting, literature
constantly moves in a circle, both centrifugal and centripetal, constantly folding back in on itself
even as it moves outward. This can be related back to the circular definition of “encyclopedia” I
offered in my introduction: a word derived from the same PIE root (as are “cycle” and
“palindrome”), this movement is present as a constant cyclical renewal.
Accordingly, I will again assert that these processes should be considered as being
translational in how they affect both source and target text, both his “sources,” and his new
composition. Many of these processes have been examined by other scholars, although rarely in
relation to translation or Queneau’s multilingual skillset. And yet, certain previous scholars have
seen his unique methods as being conceptually related to translation. For instance, in his
monograph on Queneau, Emmanuel Souchier notes that in the margins of certain drafts of his
poems, Queneau has jotted down Proust’s translation-related maxim, a line drawn from Le
Temps retrouvé, the final volume of À la recherche du temps perdu. In these drafts, it appears in
two forms, either the common paraphrase, “Écrire c’est traduire,” or Proust’s own longer
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formulation: “Le devoir et la tâche d’un écrivain sont ceux d’un traducteur.” The duty and task
of a writer are those of a translator: to write is to translate. For Proust, this expressed the belief
that all writing is a translation of interiority: a struggle to paraphrase an unspeakable into writing,
a constant battle to translate our thoughts and feelings into words. However, Souchier
understands that Queneau saw things differently, and was not solely focused on interiority.
Souchier instead uses this as a stepping stone, going on to describe the many facets of Queneau’s
work as expanded forms of translation:
Traducteur de l’oral à l’écrit (le néo-français), traducteur du discours philosophique en
fiction (le Discours de la méthode de Descartes, les Méditations cartésiennes de Husserl
ou le Parménide dans Le Chiendent), traducteur du savoir scientifique en langage poétique
(Petite Cosmogonie portative), romanesque (Les Fleurs bleues), ou filmique (Le Chant du
styrène, Arithmétique), traducteur d’anglais au sens propre du terme… Cette fonction de
traduction s’applique tout naturellement à la poétique romanesque, qui absorbe
l’encyclopédisme pour en faire un matériau nouveau. (259)
These processes in Queneau’s work are best explored when regrouped under the umbrella of this
expanded notion of translation, a combinatorial translation and re-encoding of many sources into
new textual bodies, and thus it is along some of these many axes that I will examine translational
processes in his writing.

3.2 – Local-scale or Small-scale Processes in Action
The most evident example of the use of local-scale translational processes in Queneau’s writing
is the insertion of heterogenous linguistic elements drawn from other literary and linguistic
sources into his writing on a lexical level: the incorporation of single words borrowed from
various sources, which he then melds into his syntax to produce an effect that is both stylistic and
meaningful. These lexical elements can be found in other languages, but also in other strata of
French, other domains and disciplines such as non-literary lexicons from the sciences, and so
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forth. Regardless of the size of the fragment involved, these processes function similarly on
several scales, which range from the single word to the word cluster, the sentence, and even
groups of sentences or short paragraphs.
A translational process can still be considered to be local in scale even though it
consistently impacts a large section of a work or even an entire book. What differentiates localscale from global-scale is instead whether or not the system must be applied to a larger section or
to an entire work, as a single unifying concept, or whether the process can make its impact on a
micro level, targeting smaller units without effecting the rest of the text. Néo-français can be
considered a local-scale process, regardless of its prominence in Queneau’s work, because it can
be used sporadically within a given work, a given section, even a given paragraph or sentence.
Although he made greater use of néo-français in some works than in others, this is still a localscale process as it alters the work on a local level and not a formal, thematic, or narrative level.

3.2.1 – Single Word Insertion, Unmarked Citation, and Textual Recycling
Queneau employed numerous small-scale translation processes, incorporating elements from a
wide variety of sources into his writing. These processes can be seen to generally take three
forms: the insertion of single words or clusters of words, the intertextual use of citation, both
marked and unmarked, and textual recycling: the re-use of longer passages of writing, often
drawn from his own earlier texts. Most often, instances of these three categories are intermingled
throughout his new composition; this patchwork system, which Genette might describe as
bricolage, and which Claude Debon described as collage, when distributed within the permissive
syntax of his prose, was largely the reason behind his unique and recognizable style.
I have shown throughout this dissertation numerous examples of Queneau’s insertions of
lexical material. For a refresher, refer to Chapter Two (Section 3.1), where I compared
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Queneau’s process to that used by James Joyce in Finnegan’s Wake. Another example will be
examined later in this chapter (Section 3.2). To describe this in general, however, I will provide a
short list of the various types of insertions encapsulated by this particular translational process.
In short, I include in this classification lexical borrowings of single items or small lexical
clusters: insertions ranging from the single word to the short phrase or passage. These can come
from a number of sources, and can be transformed in several ways or left intact. For instance, a
single lexical item can be drawn from a scientific jargon or another lexicon that is still French
but not traditionally employed in literature. Another may be drawn from other strata of French,
such as regionalisms or patois, argot and other forms of slang, or antiquated French vocabulary
from other eras. Further lexical insertions are drawn from language other than French: in
Queneau’s case, this includes English, Latin, Ancient and Modern Greek, Italian, German,
Spanish, Hebrew, Romanian, and undoubtedly others I have not discerned. Between these first
two categories, there is the particular case of néo-français, which, as I have shown in Chapter
One, Queneau felt to be different enough from French that it took on the role of another
language. The most celebrated, albeit extreme, example of this, the opening line from Zazie dans
le métro, reads “Doukipudonktan, se demanda Gabriel excédé” (Œuvres III, 561), followed a
page later by “Skeutadittaleur…” (562).
Néo-français was also heavily subjected to the different types of modulation and
deformation that Queneau applied to certain other insertions; as he understood that it could never
truly be français parlé-écrit but only a literary representation of the oral language that was
affected by its transition into written form and literary syntax, he quickly gave up on any
pretense of consistency and approached it in a non-methodical and playful manner. Whether it
was néo-français or other lexical borrowings, any and all could and were subjected to a
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heterogeneous array of modifications. This included methods such as orthographic manipulation
based on pseudo-phonetic transcription, coagulation (such as the formation of new compound or
portmanteau words), neologism based on any number of creative methods, deformation by the
representation of foreign or local accents, and so on.
Several names have been given to the resulting prose: certain scholars such as Jean-Yves
Pouilloux refer to it as néo-babélien. Daniel Compère, drawing a term from a passage of Zazie
dans le métro, refers to it as “les langues forestières.” He comments on this amalgamation of
foreign insertions in Les Fleurs bleues:
Remarquons que, dans le propos final (ou presque) de Mme Cloche devenue “Missize
Aulini,” le lecteur peut repérer diverses langues plus ou moins forestières: “Yo soy”
(espagnol), “Zé souis” (français parlé par un étranger), “Ch’suis” (français relâché), “Ich
bine” (allemand), “Haillame” (anglais). (104)
The incorporation of these insertions, manipulated or not, is not solely stylistic adornment, but
also produces meaning of its own. An excellent example of this can be found in Cidrolin’s
encounters with the denizens of the campsite near his boat. For example,
—Esquiouze euss, dit le campeur mâle, mà wie sind lost.
—Bon début, réplique Cidrolin.
—Capito? Egarrites…lostes
—Triste sort.
—Campigne? Lontano? Euss…smarriti…
—Il cause bien, murmura Cidrolin, mais parle-t-il l’européen vernaculaire ou le
néobabelien?
—Ah, ah, fit l’autre avec les signes manifestes d’une vive satisfaction. Vous ferchtéer
l’iouropéen?
—Un poco, répondit Cidrolin; mais posez là votre barda, nobles étrangers, et prenez donc
un glass avant de repartir. (Œuvres III, 995)
Here, Queneau offers humorous commentary on the variety of languages spoken by tourists in
France, as this bricolage of lexical elements can be seen as an exaggerated micro-example of
Queneau’s small-scale insertions, which take place along the paradigmatic axis of substitution.
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For Cappello, the apparent nonsense of this dialog conceals an anxiety, and recreates the effect
of the mythical Tower of Babel. This, for him, “symbolis[e] la némèse qui s’abat sur l’homme en
tant que mort de la communication” (192). And yet, as I argued in Chapter 2, this perceived
anxiety over the death of communication does not resonate with me as a reader of Queneau.
Instead, in his use of widely-sourced insertions and translational practices, I see an effort to take
a hand in this Babelian chaos, to use the tools and knowledge of the literary artisan so as to make
something enjoyable and communicative out of a linguistic chaos that exists whether we want it
or not.
Beyond the insertion of single lexical items and clusters as a method to expand the lexical
possibilities of his writing, Queneau also made use of intertextuality in a polyphonic practice that
saw him incorporate citation after citation into his prose. For example, within the
numerologically inspired frame of Les Fleurs bleues (1965), he mobilizes a number of these
small-scale processes. As the Duc d’Auge moves forward through time, he uses a small-scale
process by borrowing from the synchronic lexicon of different eras of French to mark the
passage of time. However, where this novel is truly astounding is in its use of literary citation.
Queneau offers his readers the opportunity to amuse themselves in playing an expansive game of
guess-the-citation throughout the novel. As Pouilloux points out in his dossier to the scholastic
edition of the book, “Les Fleurs bleues, en particulier, sont un livre truffé de citations et de
références [sic]. Les unes sont aisément repérables, d’autres en revanche sont dissimulées, et, à
partir d’un certain degré d’éloignement, peu discernables” (95). Adding his own research to
findings presented by Claude Debon 8 and by Barbara Wright, Queneau’s primary English
translator,9 he draws up a list of over eighty citations that Queneau has buried in the text, ranging
in source from Plato and the Bible to French authors such as Rabelais, Villon, and Victor Hugo,
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to Anglophone writers Lewis Carroll and Rudyard Kipling, to a line from the libretto to Mozart’s
Don Giovanni and another from the revolutionary song La Carmagnole.
And yet, despite the erudition of many of his readers, raised in a French culture that
forced the memorization of literature on many of its students, Queneau has added a further
degree of difficulty to the game by modifying numerous citations during his rewriting process.
By slightly altering many of the citations, he manages to preserve their familiarity but also make
them more difficult to place. And, in doing so, he doubles the effect of creating something new:
not only is the citation incorporated into the new context of his composition, which affords it
new meaning, but the alteration of the citation, sometimes as simple as the modification of a
single word or letter, further produces semantic value that differs from that of the citation in its
original source. This can be exemplified by Genette’s explanation of the role of hypertextuality:
L’hypertextualité, à sa manière, relève du bricolage. C’est un terme dont la connotation est
généralement péjorative, mais auquel certaines analyses de Lévi-Strauss ont donné
quelques lettres de noblesse. […] Disons seulement que l’art de “faire du neuf avec du
vieux” a l’avantage de produire des objets plus complexes et plus savoureux que les
produits “faits exprès”: une fonction nouvelle se superpose et s’enchevêtre à une structure
ancienne, et la dissonance entre ces deux éléments coprésents donne sa saveur à
l’ensemble. (556)
In Genette’s mind, not only do these processes create something new from something old, but
the dissonance between first and second iteration provides both source fragment and host text
with added charm and freshness.
The title of Les Fleurs bleues is a fine example. The same nominal cluster appear inside
the book twice, in slightly different forms, once at the beginning and again at the end of this
cyclical novel. On the second page, the Duke says, “Loin! Loin! Ici la boue est faite de nos
fleurs” (Œuvres III, 992). His talking horse Demosthène replies, “Bleues… je le sais.” Here,
Queneau is drawing from a well-known Baudelaire poem: in “Moesta et errabunda,” the
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nineteenth-century poet writes, “Loin! Loin! Ici la boue est faite de nos pleurs!” (Baudelaire
108). During the act of insertion, Queneau has tweaked the final word, paradigmatically
substituting a single letter by writing fleurs or “flowers” for pleurs or “tears.” In doing so, he
offers readers both the recognition of the Baudelaire fragment and the semantic weight that it
carries, but also creates something new: like the small blue flowers that spring forth from the
mud at both the beginning and end of the cyclical novel, each time setting off a new cycle. Add
to this the idiomatic value of the adjectival term fleur bleue in French, which means to be naïve
or overly sentimental, and Queneau has inscribed multiple layers of meaning into his text for
readers to do with as they choose: to recognize or not, and if so, to pursue or ignore. For this use
of transformed citation, Debon prefers the term collage, and as Catonné puts it, “Queneau ne cite
pas pour citer, il s’approprie, transforme et déforme. Pas de respect manique pour les citations”
(Queneau 99). This process can be found throughout Queneau’s entire body of work, although it
is more abundant in certain works such as Les Fleurs bleues. As a small-scale translational
process, it both preserves and renews, creating new meaning while forging intertextual
connections to the other works with which he has engaged.
Another prominent feature in Queneau’s body of work is his use of self-citation. His
belief in writing as rewriting was not limited to the great classics or lost treasures of literature,
and one privileged site of re-usable fragments was his own previous writing. This is first evident
with Les enfants du limon (1938), into which he inserted large fragments of his first large writing
project on les fous littéraires, an undertaking he spent several years on shortly after leaving the
Surrealist group in 1929. As he found no publisher for it in the encyclopedic form in which he
had written it, he instead inserted an avatar of himself (Chambernac) into Les enfants du limon,
and had that character take up the same research and present a good number of passages directly
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from this previous project. This repurposing of his own writing was not uncommon in his work,
and there is a translational element to this: by changing the context and inserting the systems of
meaning into a new framework, the previous work finds a new life in a new form.
As with citation, there are also instances in Queneau’s methods of pastiche, parody, and
literary recycling, processes which do not incorporate lexical elements from the source text
within the new composition. For instance, Anne Clancier points out a number of passages in
Queneau’s work that she considers to have been rewritten from other books. Sometimes they are
recreations on a thematic or stylistic level, borrowing not what someone has written, but how
they have written it or what they have written about. Generally, these are brief passages that
evoke a scene in someone else’s work:
On trouve fréquemment dans les ouvrages de Queneau des passages qui sont des réécritures
de Flaubert. J’ai signalé, par exemple, que le début des Fleurs bleues est une réécriture du
début du conte Hérodias. Dans Les Fleurs bleues, la description d’une casquette évoque la
casquette de Charles Bovary; d’autre part, elle est écrite dans le style de Robbe-Grillet à
l’époque, ce qui témoigne du goût pour la réécriture. (Clancier “Goût” 78)
While such processes have their own names in literary style guides, they can also be thought of
in terms of generalized translation. Let us consider Queneau’s journal entry, mentioned earlier,
and his idea to “Traduire Kavafi dans le style d’Aloysius Bertrand” (Journaux 806). A large part
of the literary translator’s task is pastiche; the recreation of literary style is one of translation
loftiest goals. In choosing the style of another in which to produce his own prose, similar links
are formed to those enacted during modified or direct unmarked citation. It is also likely that the
content and context in which this stylistic mimicry is enacted differs from that in which the
source author first employed it, which would again create something new out of something old.
These three subcategories form the basic breakdown of my classification of the smallscale translational processes Queneau has employed in his writing. There are surely others to be
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discussed, and above all, it is important to remember that many of these practices are employed
in combination, simultaneously, jointly or in succession. Furthermore, the use of one such
process can have an effect on others, much as is the case with the translation of multiple systems.
Having defined some of the different types of small-scale processes at work, I will now present
two brief examples of them in action.

3.2.2 – Chêne et Chien: Lost & Found, or One Man’s Trash is Another Man’s Treasure
Queneau’s first book of poetry, Chêne et chien, was published by Denoël in July 1937. He
characterized this work as a roman en vers. It retraces the history of his childhood and
adolescence through the lens of psychoanalysis. The title of the poem is itself an initial example
of a small-scale translation process in his work: in titling the book, he has translated two
etymological roots of his own name into their French equivalents. He intimates this in the second
section of the poem: “Chêne et chien voilà mes deux noms, / étymologie delicate : / comment
garder l’anonymat / devant les dieux et les démons?” (Œuvres I, 31). As Claude Debon points
out in the notes to the Pléiade edition, “Queneau a tiré cette double valeur de la racine quen
contenue dans son nom: quesne ou quenne = chêne, quenet ou quenot = chien” (Œuvres I, 1141).
For Anne Clancier, who has written extensively on the role of psychoanalysis in Queneau’s
work, “Le chien représente le Ça [“the id”], le chêne le Moi [“the ego”] avec ses capacités de
sublimation libérées par la psychanalyse” (1994, 46). The poem suggests that there are two sides
to the author, “chien” and “chêne,” and it is up to him to choose which he will become.
Queneau also scrutinized this onomastic etymology in his subsequent book, Les Enfants
du limon (July 1938):
…Montrerai-je des CHIENS dans ces QUENS ou comtes des anciennes provinces
françaises où le mot chien se prononçait QUEN, KUEN, forme que de Guignes donne pour
être celle du chien, en Chine, où ce mot QUES est un titre qui équivaut à Gouverneur de
356

Province ou de Ville, tandis qu’il se retrouve, chez les Étrusques, sous cette même forme
QUEN, avec la signification de Roi. (Œuvres II, 777)
Like the analyst, he delves into every possibility hidden behind the surface of this outward
representation of himself. In digging into the symbolic and unconscious values of words and
thoughts, this is simply the continuation or perhaps the culmination of a process that had begun
with his years of self-analysis, an outline of which can be seen in his journals between 1928 and
1932. As Yvon Belaval suggests in the promotional material used by Gallimard for the most
recent edition of the book, while Chêne et chien might not be the first “poème didactique pour
psychologies,” it is certainly the first that focuses specifically on psychoanalysis.
However, this interest in onomastic self-analysis and self-translation predates by several
years the published “roman en prose” knows as Chêne et chien. A shorter, aborted text,
published posthumously in his Journaux 1914-1965, also bears this title, and is dated 21 April
1935. Its eight unpublished pages, reproduced sixty years after their writing, can afford us some
insight into one of Queneau’s writing processes: his use of unmarked citation. Unlike other
examples, however, here they are first of all marked, and they also hardly qualify as citation.
Contrary to the inserted citations in Les Fleurs bleues, in this early version of Chêne et chien, the
cited materials themselves are impossible to recognize. In the version of this abandoned piece
published in Queneau’s journals, the editors have preserved a series of pairs of asterisks between
which he has enclosed certain lexical fragments scattered throughout the text. Sometimes they
surround a single word, but also short phrases or even full sentences. There is no editorial
comment in the journal regarding what these markings indicate. However, Queneau addresses it
in the opening lines of the roman en vers, stating, “Attention, je signale par des astérisques les
plagiats, imitations et réminiscences. Attention… *Merci*” (Journaux 311).
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Claude Debon addressed this textual fragment in a brief two-page note when she
presented it in Europe in 1983, thirteen years prior to its inclusion in the Journaux. She points
out his opening explanation, and comments on the unusual use of asterisks: “On s’attend à des
emprunts textuels à des œuvres antérieures, procédé utilisé par Queneau tout au long de sa
création” (15). Knowing Queneau’s proclivity for rewriting and unmarked citation, I put to use
the digital tools at my disposal in searching out these fragments, hoping that informational
advances brought about by computing and the internet might provide answers where Debon
found none in 1983. However, it turned out that the marked clusters in this text, even made
conspicuous so as to highlight their location, were not possible to trace in the same way as
citations such as the lines from Baudelaire in Les Fleurs bleues. As Debon put it, “Or les
astérisques, sauf exceptions qui en relèvent encore la saveur, signalent généralement l’usage le
plus banal de la langue: *Merci*, *dit le duc*, *Je vais voir*, *dit-elle*. *faisant*, etc., le clou
étant celles qui entourent les trois points d’exclamation” (15).
It was not possible to effectuate a complete study of the text, as sections 5, 13, 15, and 17
have not been preserved. However, despite the banality of the fragments, their examination
proved to be quite interesting. The surviving pages contain fifty-five marked passages, ranging
from a single word (of which there are nine) to an enclosed, fully punctuated passage that is
seventy-seven words long. The bulk of these fragments are made up of between two and five
words. I have broken these into three categories by how frequently they appear in previous
literatures: of the fifty-five, twenty-six (plus two doubles) are what I consider exceedingly
common fragments, eighteen are common, and nine are what I consider to be uncommon or rare.
The exceedingly common examples, including single word insertions such as “Merci,” “Oui,”
“Vous?,” “crépuscule,” “ah ah,” and “jouer,” as well as slightly longer fragments such as “Il
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regarda fixement,” “sourit modestement,” and “détourner les soupçons,” are far too common in
searches to pinpoint a definitive source. A search on “Le duc rougit,” for instance, turned up 719
results in a search engine, but seemed promising when I saw that it had appeared verbatim in
Stendhal’s Le Rouge et le Noir (1830), which suggested to me that this might be the possible
source text. And yet, the short fragment also appears in many other texts, including Balzac’s Le
Contrat de mariage (1835), Alexandre Dumas’ Le Vicomte de Bragelonne (1847), and even in a
French translation of Walter Scott’s The Fortunes of Nigel (1822) by Auguste Defauconpret.
Even the fragments assigned to the middle category, which is made up of longer and
more complex nominal and verbal clusters, as well as short clauses and idiomatic expressions
figées— “à l’affut de la dernière mode,” for example, or “Tiens, tiens, murmura-t-il,” “téléphonie
sans fil,” “Ce n’était que partie remise” — still prove to be far too widely used to be telling. As
for the relatively uncommon fragments, even with search tools such as Google Books and
Gallica, they are still impossible to source accurately because either they do not appear at all, or
they appear multiple times. What is more, there is always doubt with such fragments, as what if
they are instead drawn from a published writing that is not available through one of these search
engines? Even the marked paragraph of seven lines that begins Part III was not sourceable, nor
were parts of it that had been broken down into much smaller clusters; it is evidently not from a
single book that is searchable online. Certain fragments of fragments can be found when broken
into subgroups, but when this is the case, the subdivision also renders them too common.
While this time-consuming research proved to be inconclusive as far as definitively
sourcing any of the fragments, this result demonstrated something interesting in its own right: by
announcing the process and then employing it in such a way, this is the most transparent and
insightful commentary Queneau has made on his beliefs about rewriting and the shared heritage
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of literature. Debon alludes to this, but I believe there to be more to it than what she is
suggesting. For her:
Cette sensibilisation au déjà-dit, à la nécessité pour l’écrivain de réutiliser sans cesse les
mêmes outils linguistiques, est un des éléments du comique du texte et fonde une grande
partie de l’écriture romanesque de Queneau, volontairement ancrée dans le stéréotype et la
banalité, soulignés cependant de telle sorte que le lecteur prenne plaisir à leur
reconnaissance et les lise poétiquement, comme une répétition. (Debon 15)
And yet, there is more at play here than an attempt to underline the banality of typical literary
language to provide the reader with a chuckle. This is one of the layers of meaning to this text, as
the insipidness made evident validates his experimentation to expand the language and reminds
the reader that the potential of the literary standard has already been worn thin. However, I
believe there is a further layer of commentary that is made visible by not focusing exclusively on
the marked fragments.
The results from the fragment search did include one unusual commonality. While it did
not account for all fifty-five insertions, the frequency by which fragments turned out to have
appeared in La Revue des Deux Mondes at one point or another was very high. While not every
match that came up for some of the common insertions was examined, as certain examples had
hundreds or even thousands of options listed as pre-1936, at least nine of the fragments appeared
in texts that were published in La Revue des Deux Mondes between 1881 and 1935. Ironically,
there was even one instance where a paragraph contained the fragments “un gaillard” and “Il a
plus d’un tour dans son sac” separated by a single sentence, which is a near match to Queneau’s
“*Le gaillard doit avoir plus d’un tour dans son sac.*” (Journaux 314). This match, however,
appears in the translation of Maurice Baring’s “La Solitaire de Dulwich,” which was published
seven months after Queneau wrote his text (Revue des Deux Mondes, Vol. 30, 15 Nov. 1935). Is
this perhaps proof that Baring’s translator was a plagiarist? No, as Queneau’s text was not
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published until nearly fifty years later. Instead, it is further evidence supporting his belief that
everything has already been written. And who knows, perhaps everything has already been
written, and just within the pages of La Revue des Deux Mondes (1829-present).
Queneau has also left textual hints to make this sentiment more apparent, as he has fed
related dialog to his characters, much in the way that he uses other characters as his mouthpiece
for philosophical notions he wants to get across in large-scale translational situations. Here,
Hector sentit […] le désir de résoudre un problème […], savoir, quel était l’auteur des
ouvrages qui signait Timothée Brock, *illustre écrivain*. […] *Un charmant garçon*,
ajoute-t-il en souriant lui-même de la banalité de ce propos ainsi qu’il avait accoutumé de
le faire chaque fois qu’il prononçait quelque phrase émoussée par l’habitude, et il aimait
souvent en prononcer ce qui le faisait souventes sourire, sans doute pour montre ses dents
qu’il avait fort belles […]. (Journaux 312)
Indeed, who is the author of the text? If it is, as Queneau is working to show, a collage-work
composition that is built by borrowing from other literatures, and if all writers and all writing
share in the cyclical process, then it cannot be the creative work of an inspired author. Instead, it
is the painstaking work of an artisan, a combinatorial craftsman. In any case, the author is not
exclusively Timothée Brock, just as the words are not exclusively those of Raymond Queneau.
“Il, dit Créadieu, me paraît plus que certain que Timothée Brock n’est pas l’auteur de ces livres
[…] Qui les lui écrit?” (Journaux 312).
As far as further layers of meaning, there are three that stand out. First, Queneau has
added additional commentary on writing as rewriting by once again engaging in self-citation. In
this instance, the re-use of his own writing is not drawn from previous books or drafts, but
sourced within the text itself: nine of the asterisked passages are repetitions of fragments that
appear elsewhere in the piece, unmarked. “Les bras du fauteuil se refermèrent sur lui” appears in
Section XII (Journaux 313), and half a page later, he writes, “De nouveau *les bras du fauteuil se
refermèrent sur* *notre héros.*” (Journaux 314), even going so far as to remind the reader he
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has already written this with “De nouveau.” In this case, he is reinforcing the notion that his own
writing must be considered part of the same interconnected web of writing available to all writers
as materials, and by extension, all writing, including the “De nouveau,” can be considered to be a
literary borrowing in the grand scheme of things.
Second, Queneau has craftily inserted further borrowings into the text, fragments which
he has *not* marked with asterisks. With those that are marked drawing the focus, he has buried
additional insertions from other sources in his text. He has, however, left another clue: these
insertions have either been drawn from literary sources but are visible because they include
archaic or rare words, or they take the form of neologisms and borrowings from other lexicons.
In the case of the latter, certain words he employs in the text are not attested in the form he is
using, he has either borrowed them from obscure scientific texts, or he has forged them anew,
deriving neologisms à la Rabelais from Latin or Ancient Greek. For instance,
“sanguinolemment,” which he suggests to be a borrowing by the asterisks enclosing it, or
“aérophagite,” which seems to be a portmanteau word formed from “aérophagie” and the verb
“agiter.”10 Another, “amphichirotomisé,” is used to describe the valet who has had his hands cut
off; this I would suggest he has derived from amphi- (tous deux) + chiro- (main) + tomo(couper) + iser (“exprime une transformation vers la notion exprimée”). These methods are
similar to those used for other lexical creations found throughout his body of work, and involve
the introduction of materials from non-literary lexical traditions and knowledge bases into the
literary sphere so as to expand the literary potential of his French.
As for the archaisms, he has sourced further lexical fragments from at least one source
that I have determined, and this was again visible because the materials he selected for insertion
caused a shift in register in his prose not unlike the one shown in the last example. In this case, it
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is my contention that he has borrowed small batches of vocabulary for certain scenes from one of
his favorite authors, the sixteenth-century physician, writer, and neologist François Rabelais. For
example, in his text, Queneau writes,
*Il regarda fixement* un des haricots du Chili qui jonchaient son écuelle. Le duc de
Vincennes toujours *à l’affut de la dernière mode* faisait en effet manger ses invités dans
des écuelles. (Journaux 312)
Thematic and lexical overlap can be seen in the following scene from Rabelais’s first volume,
originally published in 1532:
Le bonhomme Grandgousier y prenait un grand plaisir et commandait que tout le monde y
aille à pleines écuelles. Toutefois, il disait à sa femme d'en manger moins, vu qu'elle
approchait du terme et que cette tripaille n'était pas une nourriture très recommandable.
(Rabelais 68)
While the passages are by no means identical, both scenes feature a host who insists that
everyone eat from “écuelles,” a term whose usage, according to Google N-grams, has peaked
twice: around 1550 and again around 1705. There are other passages I also suspect Queneau to
have constructed at least in part by borrowing or remembering fragments for his composition
from Rabelais’s books, such as the unmarked fragment, “Ce valet de chambre avec ses
moignons,” where both “moignon” (the stump that remains when a hand or limb has been
severed) and “valet” also appear on a single page in Rabelais’s text. Once again, this is not
definitive, as these words appear in numerous other literary texts, as well as in dictionaries,
technical writing, and works of history. Still, knowing his proclivity for Rabelais, and seeing
how glaringly the few archaisms stick out of Queneau’s more modern prose, it is reasonable to
guess that he has borrowed fragments from Rabelais for his composition, and in this way
reinforced the link between his own work and the sixteenth-century writer he so revered.
As a final note on this short text, I believe it important to once again consider the title. In
the later “roman en vers” Chêne et chien, Queneau explains the source of his title, even if he
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doesn’t go into detail. From his indication, Debon deduces that the title is an expansion of the
etymological root of the name “Queneau,” roots from which the words “chien” and “chêne”
developed in the Normand dialect of his native region. In the case of this earlier unfinished
novella, however, the relationship between title and text is less outwardly evident. Debon’s
reading of this tale rests on three textual elements. First, “Hector de Créadieu est bien d’origine
noble, comme le chêne” (15). Second, his job as a private detective “l’apparente au chien qui suit
la piste” (15). Beyond the title, Debon also puts forward a reading which points out the fact that
both of the principal characters navigate a series of situations involving mistaken identity. As
they both end up having a tooth removed, for Debon, “le motif de la dent […] joue un role
essential dans cet itinéraire fantasmatique.” Matching the fluid identity of the two characters and
the motif of the tooth, she turns to a jeu de mots suggested by Alain Calame, “comme si, autour
de la DENT, se façonnait et se solidifiat l’iDENTité” (Calame, qtd. in Debon 16).
Debon’s reading is compelling. If, as she suggests, there is an identity struggle between
the chêne (“nobility”) and the chien (“detective”) in this piece, then there is a large-scale
translation process at work. By this, I mean that in this case, Queneau has incorporated systems
of psychoanalysis into his composition, conveying the forms and themes of the discipline
through thematic translation. He has then rewritten this exploration into a second textual take on
the psychoanalytic meaning of his etymological name, in the form of the long poem Chêne et
chien. In doing so, he has translated aspects of psychoanalysis into narrative, and then he has
again translated the narrative and theme from his first composition into another composition.
While this seems to be a reasonable contention, Queneau tends to produce multiple layers
of meaning simultaneously, and I believe there is a further signifying element that needs to be
explained. This final component of my reading of this earlier text is oriented around an example

364

of both small-scale and large-scale translational processes. Once more, the tooth is indeed
central, and Queneau has again left a clue in the text itself: one of the fragments he has marked
as “plagiats, imitations et reminiscences” reads, “*comme une dent*” (Journaux 316). It is my
contention that, in line with the etymological expansion at work in his later roman en vers, the
tooth (la dent) is a further etymological translation of the name “Queneau” into lexical form. In
Ancient French, quenne (also cane) meant “tooth” (Godefroy 775). There is a lexical remnant of
this in modern French, quenotte, which specifically denotes a child’s teeth. Le Littré offers the
following for the etymology of quenotte: “Diminutif, comme on voit par l'historique, de
l'anc[ien] fr[ançais] quenne ou cane; de l'isl. kenna, mâchoire.” The Grand Robert confirms this:
“quenotte – ETYM. 1642; mot normand, de l’anc. franç. canne, kenne, quenne ‘dent; joue,’ d’un
francique kinni ‘mâchoire.’ Cf. all. Kin, angl. chin.”
With this in mind, I argue that “chêne” and “chien” are only two of three etymological
translations that resulted from Queneau’s onomastic self-analysis, the third being “dent.” The
extraction of the molar that had been bothering both characters can be seen as the removal of an
unwanted facet of his personality in favor of the remaining two. As to this character flaw he felt
he was struggling with, the Latin of Saint Augustine explains (in City of God, 14:20) that the
Latin “cănīnus,” descended from the same root as chien, does not only refer to dogs (“canines”)
and pointy teeth (“canines”), but was also used to describe the caninus philosophus, “the
cynic(al) philosopher.”11
This third etymological expansion of “Queneau” also leads me to conclude that his
experimentation with these etymological title-signatures did not begin in 1936-1937 when he
wrote the roman en vers Chêne et chien, published 13 July 1937, nor was it a new idea on 21
April 1935, when he undertook the unfinished piece examined here. Instead, it seems fairly
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certain that he was already exploring these ideas in the summer of 1932, when he devised the
title for his first novel, Le Chiendent. Clearly, he had been pondering these questions for years.

3.2.3 – Local-Scale Translational Processes in Queneau’s Exploration of James Joyce
Another example that is useful in illustrating local-scale processes comes in the form of
Queneau’s use of what he referred to as “joycien.” The Joycean example spans several pieces of
writing, and begins with his second novel, Gueule de pierre, first published by Gallimard in
September 1934. He self-translated sections of this novel, along with portions of Les Temps
mêlés (originally entitled Gueule de pierre II, published in November 1941), repurposing and
rewriting his previous work, and making use of the results in the construction of his twelfth
novel, Saint Glinglin, published by Gallimard in July 1948. During the rewriting of the sections
drawn from Gueule de pierre, largely the first three chapters, he attempted what he would later
call “Une traduction en joycien,” modifying the style as he rewrote the text, incorporating
elements of néo-français alongside other more creative lexical manipulation, including a process
the Outranspo calls sonotraduction, which others have referred to as “homophonic translation.” 12
While experimenting with the process, he appears to have changed his mind about how far he
was willing to go with the experiment, as a fragment of a much more extreme version of
“joycien” was later published outside of the two novels, in Bâtons, chiffres et lettres. Let us
examine this translational process in action.
Published in Gueule de pierre in 1934, the opening paragraph of “I: Les Poissons” reads:
Drôle de vie, la vie de poisson!... Je n’ai jamais pu comprendre comment on pouvait vivre
comme cela. L’existence de la Vie sous cette forme m’inquiète bien au-delà de tout autre
sujet d’alarme que peut m’imposer le Monde. Un Aquarium représente pour moi toute une
série d’énigmes lancinantes, de tenailles rougies au feu. Cet après-midi, je suis allé voir
Celui dont s’enorgueillit le Jardin Zoologique de la Ville Étrangère. J’y restai, bouleversé,
jusqu’à ce que les fonctionnaires m’en chassent. (Œuvres II, 251)
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This same paragraph is reused as the opening to Saint Glinglin fourteen years later. However,
Queneau has translated it into a form of what he called “joycien,” although one milder and less
opaque than what he first attempted. This final, less extreme version reads:
Drôle de vie, la vie de poisson!... Doradrole! Vairon… Je n’ai jamais pu comprendre
comment on pouvait vivre comme cela. L’aiguesistence de la vie sous cette forme
m’inquiète bien eau delà de tout autre sujet de larmes que peut m’imposer le monde. Un
aquarium fomente pour moi toute une ribambelle de tenailles rougies au feu. Cette aprèsmidi, je suis allé voir celui dont s’enorgueillit le Jardin Zoologique de la Ville Étrangère.
J’y demeurai dans le bouleversement jusqu’à ce que les fonctionnaires m’en chassassent.
(Œuvres III, 201, my underlining)
In rewriting this opening paragraph for Saint Glinglin, nine modifications have been made to his
source text. In working this way, Queneau has brought the paragraph from Gueule de pierre into
the new text-in-process, and he has then also brought further materials from other sources into
the paragraph. Targeting the lexical field of the aquarium, he has found inventive ways to
transform the text through translational modifications. For instance, he forges “doradrole” by
merging the already present “drole” with the name of a group of fish species, “dorade”
(“bream”). He follows this with the insertion of “vairon”: simultaneously a type of minnow, a
dated adjective used to denote “une couleur indécise, variée, changeante,” and which is now used
primarily to describe heterochromia of the eyes, and a near-homonym that also suggests the
reaction to a bad joke, homophonically echoing “Voyons…” With “aiguesistence,” he provides
an orthographic variant of “existence” which points out, in typical néo-francais fashion, the wide
gap he saw between the written form of the word existence and the manner in which it is
pronounced: [ɛgzistɑ̃s]. And yet these translational processes also allow him to append further
signification for the reader who is attuned to such play: first, the adjective “aigu(e),” which
might qualify the “sharp” or “acute” quality of existence; second, a reference to the Aigue river
in the southeast of France, which is etymologically derived from the Latin aqua via the Occitan
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aiga, meaning water. “Aigue” has also become the French root form, from Latin, for a number of
French topographical terms involving water: for instance, the Aiguebelle, the Ayguebonne, or
the Aiguefolle waterfall. By homophonically translating the “ex-/[ɛgz]” root in aiguesistence,
Queneau manages to comment on the short life of the fish, and relate their existence to their
aquatic habitat. With the additional insertion of other non-standard lexical items into the
paragraph, such as the uncommon archaic verb “fomenter,” the then-contemporary French slang
“ribambelle,” and the rare imperfect subjunctive conjugation of the verb chasser (ils/elles
chassassent), he has introduced lexical items from a wide variety of linguistic strata and sources,
and has added a second lexical field of meaning, while still managing to present a text that is
relatively low in reader opacity.
Later, a third version of this same passage in all likelihood shows us what his more
extreme trial run produced, in the form of a short fragment that he titled “Une traduction en
Joycien.” Published in Bâtons, chiffres et lettres in 1950, and thus only two years after the
publication of the previous version in Saint Glinglin, the text is stated to have been written
several years earlier. By way of introduction, he remarks, “Pour bien comprendre, rien ne vaut la
pratique. En vue de fairchtéer Finnegans Wake, j’ai essayé il y a quelques années d’appliquer la
méthode joycienne à un texte quelconque. Dans celui-ci, il est question de poissons et du
Zodiaque” (BCL 219). He presents the source text first, which is identical to the first example
from Gueule de pierre, and then gives us a glimpse into what he evidently found to be too
opaque for his readers:
Doradrôle de vie la vie de poisson. Je n’ai jeunet jamais pu unteldigérer qu’on ment on
pouvait vivier comme ce la sol dos rêt. Fischtre, ouïes! Son aiguesistence sucette mortphe
m’astruitte et me cotte, mets ta mortphose dans la raie en carnation, euyet-moi ça, l’alarme
dont crevette le monde, ô mort fausse, hue mor! Quelle hummer! Quelle hudor! Où more?
Où deurt? Lamproie du rémore, je me limandais où j’allais j’irai. À quoi rhum? Akvarium.
Vite! Je m’alosais, tourd torturé tourteau tortue matelote d’aiguilles, mais je n’avais pas
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d’anchois. J’allé je fus à l’énorgueil du gardin-partie de la ville étrangère, l’aquarius où vat-Hermann où là oulla verse le couguard. Qu’où gars? Mais, m’amifère! Was Herr Mann?
Raie l’action! Esaüso qui coule o verso d’alpha fomalo fiché dans les tmimamellisfères
bornéo! Siaux d’os du sciel, piscez jusqu’o ramo! Bélier? Wieder! Videz! Vide pisces vide
ariem. Ariestez-vous ici! Arêtes! Enchristez-vous dans votre shell! G’y monotais
jusquiame que mussel funkchionnaire méd use: sélassiez! Ras d’eau! Merduse! que
j’grondinais, merlouze! que j’harenguais. (BCL 221)
Without completely unpacking this example, which would be a lengthy project in its own right, a
few examples should suffice to shed some light on this particularly expansive translation process.
First, the aquatic lexical field is far more accentuated than in the simpler process used in the
Saint Glinglin version, as Queneau has dug deep into the piscine jargon specific to the French
natural sciences. With a brief examination, I see at least twenty French fish-and-water-related
words buried in the first half of this paragraph alone, peppered throughout and integrated by way
of orthographic modification and homophonic translation: aigue, aiguille, alose, anchois,
aquarium, cotte, crevette, dorade, lamproie, limande, lotte, matelot, ouïes, raie, rémore, rets,
tortue, tourd, truite, vivier, etc. Further to this, there are similar lexical insertions drawn from
languages other than French: hummer is “lobster” in Danish; humor “(où more”) is an animalbased fluid in Latin (umor); hudor is a declension of water in Ancient Greek; and où deurt is a
homophonic representation of our own English “water,” borrowed alongside further English
lexicon such as “mussel” and “shell.”
True to his indication in the brief introduction, Queneau also incorporates lexical
insertions from the international language of the Zodiac: Fisch (German for “Pisces”), va-tHermann>Waterman (Dutch for “Aquarius”), Was Her Mann>Wassermann (German for
“Aquarius”), verso>verseau (French for “Aquarius”), bélier (French for “Aries”),
ariestez>ariete (Italian for “Aries”), alongside English/Latin terms such as “pisces” and
“aquarius.” By incorporating multiple lexical fields and sourcing new lexicon from a number of
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languages, he makes use of small-scale translational processes to add new layers of highlystylized signification to the previous incarnation of his text. It is worth noting, however, that this
fully-Joycean experiment only saw the light of day as a fun example, and the use of translational
processes in the relevant passages in the published novel Saint Glinglin is much more subdued.
This once again exemplifies the restraint Queneau used in his experiments, shying away from the
implementation of a fully-Joycean opacity and privileging the legibility of his text. As Catonné
puts it, in “Une traduction en joycien,” “Queneau y pousse la ‘traduction’ bien plus loin que dans
Saint Glinglin, au risque de brouiller la lisibilité” (Queneau 191). Accordingly, this example of
local-scale processes reaffirms Queneau’s desire to experiment in a variety of within his prose
while still offering up a resulting text that is available to be read on a number of levels. We can
also see these self-imposed limitations as a parallel to his decision-making as a literary translator:
while he was willing to engage with étrangeté and experimental translation in a more aggressive
and risqué fashion in his writing than in his work as a literary translator, he set conscious limits
of how far he was willing to go in both kinds of projects.

3.3 – Form and Thought: On Global-scale or Large-scale Translational Processes
Queneau’s use of translational processes was not limited to local-scale insertions and
modifications, but he also worked to incorporate much larger systems into his novels. These
methods affected his novels in several ways, but most importantly by imprinting notions drawn
from a variety of sources onto either form or narrative. By employing such tactics in the
construction of his novels, Queneau conveyed systems to his readers that he had encountered
elsewhere, typically in his own reading. However, as with his local-scale processes, the manner
in which he adapted these materials in his texts recontextualized them in such a way that they
took on new forms and produced new meaning.
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Even as he drew lines and forged links between previous texts or ideas and his own
current writing projects, the new context, form, and juxtaposition of these elements brought
renewed signification to materials that he appreciated and admired. As Cappello sees it,
“Queneau avait également fait de la réécriture, c’est-à-dire de la récupération et du réemploi de
textes préexistants, l’indispensable corollaire d’une démarche visant à mettre en résonance ses
nouvelles créations avec toute tradition d’œuvres, d’histoires et de mythes que les précédaient”
(11). There are many examples of Queneau’s recycling in his body of work. To begin with a very
popular example, many have noted that Queneau’s poem “Si tu t’imagines,” made popular as a
song by Juliette Gréco in 1947, was a modernized rewriting of Pléiade poet Pierre de Ronsard’s
classic “Ôde à Cassandre.” Queneau’s poem, originally published in 1946 as “C’est bien connu,”
and collected in L’instant fatal in late 1948, addresses the impermanence of youth, much as did
Ronsard’s Mignonne, allons voir si la rose, which Ronsard wrote in July 1545. In the notes she
compiled for the Pléiade edition of Queneau’s poetry, Claude Debon describes early drafts of
this poem with the paratextual addition “Sur un t’aime de Ronsard, poouète françoues” (Œuvres
I, 1202). Debon further explains that “[c]e poème est une variation sur la célèbre ode à
Cassandre, ‘Mignonne, allons voir si la rose.’ Il ne s’agit pas pour Queneau d’un exercice de
style gratuit, mais d’un poème inspiré par une déconvenue sentimentale” (1202). There is no
local-scale process at work in Queneau’s rendition; with the exception of the metaphor of roses,
and the urging to pick them, which for him reads “allons cueille cueille / les roses les roses /
roses de la vie (Œuvres I, 121), where Ronsard had “Cueillez, cueillez votre jeunesse / Comme à
cette fleur la vieillesse / Fera ternir votre beauté,” there is next to no lexical overlap between the
two pieces. As Catonné notes, Ronsard’s poem is itself based on Horace’s ode Carpe diem: for
him, it is a palimpsest of Horace’s poem (Queneau 100).
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Whether this is seen as a variation or an exercise in style, such as Debon has described it,
or as a palimpsest, as per Catonné, the end result is the same: Queneau’s creation of “Si tu
t’imagines” involves the recreation of certain thematic systems from Ronsard’s piece in his own
poem. The same thematic information is being reshared in his new writing, but as is typical for
Queneau, it has been altered during its rewriting, transformed by its insertion into a new context.
Another minor example of this thematic translation is argued by Jacques Roubaud in his
article “Raymond Queneau et L’Enfant du métro.” In this short article, Roubaud examines a
children’s book, L’Enfant du métro, by Madeleine Truel, illustrated by her sister, Lucha Truel,
and published by Maurice Girodias at Éditions du Chêne in 1943. L’Enfant du métro is a
delightful children’s book about a young boy who cannot find his way out of the Parisian métro
and so wanders through the tunnels from station to station, imagining what might be above
ground. The place names for each metro station feed his imagination, and Lucha Truel provides a
charming illustration that in some encoded way, usually via homophonic puns, represents the
imagined location. According to Stéphane Bigot, who wrote the dossier that accompanies the
scholastic edition (Folio Plus) of Zazie dans le métro,
La conception de Z[azie] remonte à 1945. [En 1945,] Queneau n’écrivit que quelques pages
de cette œuvre. En 1949, il y ajoute quelques feuillets. … arrêt. L’action d’abord envisagée
lui semblait trop proche d’un livre pour enfants, L’Enfant du Métro. Queneau avait imaginé
de faire errer Zazie dans les couloirs souterrains, pendant au moins une bonne partie du
roman, alors que le personnage de M. Truel était aussi une fillette à la découverte des
mystères de métro. (Bigot, qtd. in Roubaud “L’Enfant” 59) 13
If Queneau’s initial plan had been to have Zazie roam the strange underground world of the
Parisian metro, he surely would have seen this new work to be too similar. And yet, instead of
throwing the idea out, he transformed it, or, as per Roubaud’s suggestion, employed antonymic
translation to forge a new and very different text.

372

As Roubaud sees it, Zazie dans le métro, despite the fact that it is a 250-page novel, can
be considered an inverse rewriting of L’Enfant du métro. “Il a eu recours,” he writes, “à une
stratégie qu’on peut qualifier de pré-oulipienne […], ou d’ ‘oulipo sémantique,’ la stratégie
antonymique: un petit garçon errant dans le métro dont il ne peut sortir devient une petite fille
errant dans Paris sans pouvoir entrer dans le métro” (“L’Enfant” 59). In inverting the semantic
details that made up L’Enfant du métro, turning boy into girl and inside-wanting-to-get-out into
outside-wanting-to-get-in, Queneau has negated the problem of writing something that was too
similar to the work of the Truel sisters, finding an antonymic motif that has become the motor
behind his new story. What is more, Roubaud’s article is only four pages long, and he hasn’t
looked past the surface level: there is no telling what other parallels (or opposites) might lurk
beneath this inverse rewriting. Common (or inverse) lines in their trajectories around the city? A
first example comes to mind: at the end of L’Enfant du métro, the boy’s mother finally finds him,
asleep on a bench, and leads him out of the metro (“Sa mère l’a trouvé enfin, endormi sur une
banquette du Métro et l’a sorti de sous la terre” (Truel 52)), whereas at the beginning of Zazie
dans le métro, her mother drops her off in Paris, in a hurry to get rid of her so that she can enjoy
her weekend tryst. There are likely more. Is there a chance that these inverted similarities are a
coincidence? Yes, but it is unlikely. As Roubaud notes, in a vague answer he gave during an
interview with Marguerite Duras in 1959, Queneau at least connects the two books, in his
typically evasive fashion. According to Charles Kestermeier, author of Queneau’s annotated
bibliography, Queneau told Duras “that this children’s book gave him some ideas which led to
Zazie” (Queneau, qtd. in Roubaud “L’Enfant” 58), and, in reply to her further question,
“Pourquoi le métro,” he stated, “Au début je voyais une veritable odyssée dans le métro. Mais
vers 1945, ou 1946, a paru un livre pour enfants qui s’appelait L’Enfant du métro. C’était
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d’ailleurs un très joli livre. Alors, j’ai trouvé que ce n’était pas la peine” (58). A further comment
by Roubaud leads me to believe that L’Enfant du métro may have indeed been in its own
peculiar way a source text for Zazie dans le métro. He writes, “Et il nous en laisse un indice:
pourquoi, en effet, l’étrange ‘dans’ de ‘dans le métro’ du titre, alors que Zazie n’y met pas les
pieds?” (59).

3.3.1 – Translational Philosophy in the Novels of Raymond Queneau
A number of other critics have made suggestions as to the sources that they believe to have been
foundation for Queneau’s writing and rewriting. Catonné adds to the list Mallarmé, La Fontaine,
Hugo, and Nerval, indicating that in his opinion, all of these authors “servent ainsi de
palimpsestes […] Du Chiendent à Morale élémentaire, Queneau écrit son œuvre en réécrivant la
littérature” (Queneau 100-101). And yet, not all of Queneau’s large-scale translational sources
are other works of literary fiction or poetry. In keeping with his encyclopedic mind, many of
these processes have engaged with works of science, psychology, history, and philosophy.
Several studies have dealt with the incorporation of philosophy into Queneau’s writing,
and thus I will mention only a few examples in passing. 14 For Catonné, many of Queneau’s
novels that appear to progress arbitrarily or be outright absurd on a narrative level have in fact
originated with the rewriting of other works, “généralement philosophiques,” and
“accessoirement gnostiques” (Queneau 101). As he puts it, “Platon, Descartes, Husserl,
Heidegger, tel est l’aride terrain sur lequel pousse le chiendent d’une imagination qui cherche à
traduire le malheur des hommes dans le naufrage des grandes pensées” (“Philosophie” 21).
Catonné sees him as often incorporating these philosophical themes and ideas into his novels by
using his characters as spokesmen (“refiler” is the term he chooses), or by drawing out the
itineraries of his characters based on concepts found in the given source text (Queneau 109). By
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dividing Queneau’s career into different periods with specific interests and varying levels of
spirituality or agnosticism, Catonné is able to suggest which of his source texts have been based
on which readings, and highlights the elements of this large-scale translation process in the new
form they have taken on in the novels. For example, in his reading, he positions the following
philosophical sources as being dominant in the composition of Queneau’s fiction:
Plusieurs passages du Chiendent sont ainsi comme le palimpseste du Discours de la
méthode et plus sûrement encore des Méditations cartésiennes de Husserl, ainsi que du
Parménide et du Sophiste de Platon. Saint Glinglin est le palimpseste de Totem et tabou de
Freud et de l’Essai sur le don de Marcel Mauss, Le Dimanche de la vie celui, très discret,
de La Phénoménologie de l’esprit de Hegel, revue et corrigée par Kojève dont Queneau
venait de publier les célèbres leçons. (Queneau 99-100)
That Le Dimanche de la vie is drawn from the philosophy of Hegel is no surprise, as Queneau has
left a fairly substantial clue: he has borrowed the title from Hegel’s writing. He in fact recopied
the following citation from Hegel’s Aesthetics in his journal in January 1951, just over a year
before the publication of his novel on 15 February 1952:
Cette turbulence insouciante elle-même contient le moment idéal; c’est le dimanche de la
vie qui égalise tout et éloigne toute perversité; des hommes qui sont heureux de tout leur
cœur ne peuvent pas être foncièrement mauvais et bas (Hegel, Esthétique, t. III, 3ème partie,
ch. 1, III (c). Trad. Lefèbvre and Guterman, Morceaux choisis, p. 259. (Journaux 750, my
underlining)
Catonné further draws on an article written by Queneau’s former teacher, the philosopher
Alexandre Kojève, which was published in Critique in May 1952. For Kojève, the principal
characters in Pierrot mon ami, Loin de Rueil, and Le Dimanche de la vie each illustrated a
different allegorical incarnation of “Sagesse,” the state of wisdom that would lead mankind to
the end of history (Queneau 109).
Queneau, who had attended Kojève’s series of lectures on Hegel’s The Phenomenology
of Spirit at the École pratique des hautes études in the 1930s, had taken on the responsibility of
compiling Kojève’s notes into a single volume, Introduction à la Lecture de Hegel. As such,
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there is little surprise that his interest in Hegel’s philosophy made its way into his own writing,
especially during that same period, and especially in a form that was informed by Kojève’s
readings. And yet, despite all the philosophy Queneau had ingested over the years (recall that his
degree from the Sorbonne was in philosophy) and then later reworked in his fiction and poetry,
as Catonné points out, it was never necessary for one of Queneau’s readers to have read the
philosopher in question to understand Queneau’s work: “Qui se croirait obligé de lire Hegel pour
comprendre Queneau n’aurait rien compris à Queneau” (Queneau 140). The philosophical source
materials had been transmuted, transformed, they had become something else during their
insertion into their new literary context. That, and Queneau was never one to insert something
blindly; he reflected on the words he chose to use and the systems he chose to incorporate, and
they have been transformed through his own opinion and reading of their meaning.
As Catonné and others have investigated the sources of and manners in which Queneau’s
philosophical readings have been drawn into his own writing, I will avoid unnecessary repetition
by focusing on other examples that I see as being underexplored instances of large-scale
translational processes, and in particular, examples where he has instead engaged with scientific
materials and ideas in the composition of his texts. There will be another brief foray into
philosophy in our final case study, but that too will be comprised of a short exposition of work
by other scholars that will stand alongside these examples of scientific rewriting.

3.3.2 – An Initial Example of Large-Scale Translational Processes in Queneau’s Work
Queneau published the book-length poem Petite cosmogonie portative in 1950. As my
examination of his reading habits has shown, 1948-1950 was right on the cusp of his transition
from a focus on hard-boiled crime to a nascent interest in contemporary American science
fiction. The Petite cosmogonie portative can be seen as an expression of this growing interest; as
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I demonstrated in Chapter Two, his most intense reading period of American science fiction
began in 1949, and lasted through the mid-1950s. Further to the quantities of science fiction he
had begun to read, as Chris Andrews notes in Poetry and Cosmogony: Science in the Writing of
Queneau and Ponge (1999), Queneau’s reading lists during the 1940s are densely populated by
readings in the hard sciences: Andrews counts seventy separate titles and six rereads, thirty of
which Queneau “read in the first five months of 1949, after the publication of the first two cantos
[of the Petite cosmogonie portative] in Les Temps modernes” (Cosmogony 98). The reason
Queneau’s interest in science fiction increased during this period was the fact that the science-toliterature quotient in science fiction drastically increased in the years that followed Hiroshima
and the atomic bomb; science fiction, in the wake of World War Two, became a genre that was
no longer stories about little green men but instead a literature saturated by often-legitimate
science, written by current or former scientific practitioners and experts. Queneau lamented the
lack of true science in French literature, and especially in French poetry:
Valéry was interested in mathematics and Charles Cros wrote some remarkable Principes
de mécanique cérébrale, but there is no trace of these preoccupations in their poetry. We
have to go back to Peletier du Mans and du Bartas to find scientific poetry; poetry, that is,
in which not only is the subject scientific, but in which the language of science is also
transmuted into poetry. This is what I was trying to do in my Petite Cosmogonie Portative.
(Queneau “Science,” trans. Wright, 3-4)
While he expresses here that he had been trying to fill a literary lacuna, it is also interesting to
note that he terms his efforts in this venture as transmutation as opposed to as translation – in the
original text Queneau provided to Barbara Wright for the T.L.S., he chose the word “transmué.”
For me, the distinction lies in scale, as here he specifically applies the term to “the language of
science,” to the individual small-scale components he is melting down within his more standard
French literary syntax. This again brings to mind Queneau’s linguist-mentor, Joseph Vendryes,
who spoke of “melting down” non-French lexicon into French syntax. 15 While this transmutation
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of single ingredients can be seen as a repeat translation-related process, one operating on a very
local scale at the level of the word, the larger-scale translational processes at work in the
Cosmogonie are relegated to formal and thematic recreations.
In the Petite cosmogonie portative, the local-scale process relies on the incorporation of
other strata of language into the more traditional literary form of French poetry. This scientific
lexicon, drawn from the international language of the sciences, is mobilized within a sphere that
traditionally excluded it. The text itself is made up of several different linguistic systems: it takes
the visible form of classical French poetry, as it is written in alexandrines, even if they are
alexandrines, as Andrews notes, of an “extraordinarily rhythmic diversity” (Cosmogony 132).
And yet, within this well-known system, conventional poetic language is juxtaposed with casual
speech, scientific terminology, mythological references, neologisms and portmanteau words, as
well as with Queneau’s ludic specialty, pun after crafty pun. As Capello describes it,
La cosmogonie de Queneau se construit elle aussi, comme celle de Lucrèce, sur un bruit
de fond: le chaos originaire des mots. Le poème fourmille de néologismes, englobe des
mots grecs et latins, l’anglais, ou même le “patois” de la Basse-Normandie. L’orthographe
y est déformée pour mieux rendre toute la gamme de sons du parlé et le vocabulaire
emprunte à tous les langages et à tous les jargons: les lexiques spécialisés de différentes
disciplines scientifiques, la langue de la tradition poétique, le langage commun dans tous
ses registres. Tous les discours sont convoqués en même temps dans l’espace textuel, et les
langages viennent à la poésie, hétérogènes et équivalents, comme une matière verbale à la
dérive. Sur le non-sens originaire de cette dérive universelle, le poète code une
signification. (134-35)
By constructing his poem in this manner, Queneau is drawing from a variety of sources to create
a unique whole, once again forming an idiolectal literary French by assembling disparate
elements in heterosimilitude. This was a continuation of his efforts to expand the French literary
toolbox; in his essay “James Joyce, auteur classique,” published in Le Voyage en Grèce,
Queneau cites Boileau, stating: “Quand j’écris des vers, je songe toujours à dire ce qui ne s’est
point encore dit en notre langue” (Voyage 135). In the Petite cosmogonie portative, he found yet
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another way to approach this goal: he may have calqued his poem on a classical form borrowed
from antiquity, but still worked to incorporate other lexicons and other Frenches. Andrews’s
detailed study provides a close examination of many of the scientific terms, scientific concepts,
and taxonomic systems and decisions Queneau has incorporated into his history of the cosmos.
Accordingly, for a closer reading along these lines, I refer you to his excellent study as well as to
other readings of this text by Jean Rostand, Yvon Belaval, and Italo Calvino, 16 and instead I will
focus solely on the global-scale translational process involved in the formal construction of the
Petite Cosmogonie Portative.
In examining the large-scale translational processes at play in this text, it is important to
keep in mind the concepts of rewriting and the palimpsest, because in composing the Petite
cosmogonie portative, Queneau loosely borrowed the form and theme of the Roman poet and
philosopher Lucretius’s didactic poem De Rerum Natura (“On the Nature of Things”). In
Lucretius’s much earlier effort to fuse science with verse, one written over two thousand years
earlier, he sought to explain the teachings of Epicurus, which promoted an atomic view of the
world. He explores the physics involved through a poetic language heavy on metaphor.
Queneau’s text, itself a retelling of the history of the universe, takes on a parallel form, and
similarly abounds in wordplay and buried metaphorical references.
Like De Rerum Natura, the Cosmogonie is broken up into six cantos, and yet it is to
another of Queneau’s favorite works that Andrews attributes the make-up of each canto,
suggesting a similarity between the breakdown of the Cosmogonie and the organization of
Flaubert’s Bouvard et Pécuchet, a work for which Queneau had recently written a critical
introduction.17 He explains:
In Bouvard et Pécuchet each chapter after the first corresponds to a discipline. Similarly in
the Petite cosmogonie portative, after the first two cantos, the major divisions of the text
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correspond to disciplinary boundaries. The third canto is dedicated to chemistry, the fourth
and fifth to biology, and the sixth to technology. The first two cantos are heterogeneous.
They draw on geology, physics, mathematics and biology, and anticipate the rest of the
poem in chaotic miniature. (Cosmogony 104)
This may not be completely apparent to the casual reader due to Queneau’s metaphoric and nonstandard lexicon, but he has added a short descriptive table of contents for each canto: in early
versions, this comes at the end of the text, in more recent editions, they are placed next to the
lines in question to make it even easier for the reader to follow along. This breakdown begins,
“Premier Chant: Naissance et jeunesse de la Terre. Elle mugit et enfante (1-45). La lune se
détache d’elle (46-64). […] (Petite cosmogonie portative 143). Each line of this metaphorical
table of contents acts as a reading key to give access to a content which can often be disguised to
the point of opacity: for example, line 180 of the first canto reads, “le commerçant peut rêver la
putain dormir” (PCP 24), for which the table offers “Mercure et Vénus (180)” (PCP 143). Here,
Mercury and Venus are both present through etymological association, but hidden from plain
sight. Mercury was originally the god of tradesmen and thieves, from the Latin “merx,” meaning
“merchandise” or “goods,” whereas Venus becomes the whore, as she was the goddess of love
and sensual delight. Sergio Capello elaborates on this formal set-up:
Queneau emprunte au De rerum natura le schéma formel du poème, et notamment la
disposition en six chants, ainsi que le système de découpage interne. Au début de chaque
chant il insère en effet une table synoptique, avec l’index des matières et l’indication des
vers correspondants, à la manière des légendes intercalées aux vers du De rerum natura,
selon un usage établi depuis l’antiquité par les commentateurs de Lucrèce afin de marquer
la distribution générale des thèmes et leur ordonnance à l’intérieur de chaque livre. (109110)
Much as in the case of his careful insertions of foreign language lexicon, neologisms, and
portmanteau words throughout his body of work, this is another example of Queneau privileging
transparency. Without the addition of this metaphor key, which was also borrowed from
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Lucretius and his day, the density of the text might otherwise be too opaque for his readers,
preventing them from unlocking much of the meaning buried in his encoded allusions.
There is more to Queneau’s sourcing of systems than the insertion of formal elements
from Lucretius, however. There is a thematic borrowing in play in Petite cosmogonie portative
as well. Like De Rerum Natura, the Petite cosmogonie portative tells the history of the universe.
Suivant le modèle de Lucrèce, Queneau procède lui aussi par un découpage rationnel des
matières. Le poème présente trois sections fondamentales : 1. Un abrégé de cosmogonie
astronomique […] 2. Une partie consacrée à l’apparition de la vie, subdivisée en
paléobiologie, botanique et biologie, évolutionnisme. 3. Une partie conclusive consacrée à
la mécanique et notamment à l’histoire des machines. (Cappello 115)
Of course, our understanding of the sciences and the history of the universe has changed since
Lucretius’s day, and Queneau has updated his scientific content accordingly so as to portray as
many as possible of the recent developments that had taken place across the sciences in 19481950. While Lucretius’s book can be seen as a formal and thematic source of the Petite
cosmogonie portative, other more modern scientific works have provided much of its substance.
For instance, Andrews points out that certain sections of the poems were particularly indebted to
works such as Lucien Cuénot’s Invention et finalité en biologie (1941) and Georges Lemaître’s
L’Hypothèse de l’atome primitive: essai de cosmogonie (1947), the first of which Queneau read
upon its release and again in April 1949, the second of which he read the year of its publication.
There are other more literary small-scale sources for the Cosmogonie as well, as Andrews points
out, such as Samuel Butler’s dystopic novel Erewhon (1872), a book whose similarities to the
Cosmogonie were also noted by Solmi and Calvino. For instance, Andrews notes that
[Queneau’s] expression “les sauriens de calcul” recalls a sentence from “The Book of the
Machines” in Erewhon: “The present machines are to the future as the early Saurians to
man.” The author of the Book goes on to predict that machines will diminish greatly in
size, and cites the example of the wristwatch which has evolved from the clock. With the
development of silicon-chip technology, the aptness of Queneau’s expression les sauriens
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du calcul to describe the computers of 1950 has been spectacularly confirmed. (Cosmogony
82)
While these are indeed some of his sources of information, I do not consider these to be
translational processes, as no material elements have been borrowed in such a way that it would
constitute a small-scale insertion, such as the case of citation. Furthermore, by addressing only a
few lines here and there, the effect on the target text is not widespread enough for this to be
considered a large-scale translational process.
Another example once again demonstrates Queneau’s interest in forging links between
his current writing project and other works, including his own, in this case a passage in the fourth
canto that describes the biological role of the scorpion. Here, he has buried an allusion to his
most recent publication, despite the fact that it was published pseudonymously:
Il ne désirait pas faire de l’édition
en ces temps balbutiants l’audacieux arachnide
lorsqu’il conquit la terre en sa course intrépide
au pays du Silure où gigantait le prêle
avant que s’y logea cette tribu galloise
entre un comté Devon et le Connemara (PCP 89-90)
As Andrews observantly points out, “The giant ferns (le prêle) in line 173 call to mind Sally
Mara’s French teacher, Michel Presle, signatory of the preface to On est toujours trop bon avec
les femmes,” to which I would add that Presle was also the work’s fictional translator. “[A]nd the
name of the Irish county Connemara,” notes Andrews, “can be read as an allusion to the naïve if
intelligent signatory of the Journal intime (la conne Mara),” which is, of course, a wink to Sally
Mara herself, who, during the writing of the Petite cosmogonie portative, was still believed to be
an honest-to-goodness Irish author and not a fictitious mask worn by Queneau. The “scorpion,”
named only in the descriptive legend, is of course a reference to Jean d’Halluin’s Éditions du
Scorpion, which had published the Sally Mara books in 1947 and 1950.
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Queneau’s wide reading on the sciences also provided him with scientific systems that he
then brought to bear upon the Cosmogonie. The imposition of these systems is translational in
nature, although instead of permeating or structuring the entire work, they are incorporated into
individual cantos. Queneau has drawn various modes of organization from the sciences and
applied them to different sections of the poem. For instance, Andrews describes the sixth canto
as being organized conceptually, chronologically, and genetically. And, in keeping with
Queneau’s tendency to modify, react to, or expand upon what he has sourced elsewhere,
Andrews also notes that these different modes interfere with one another, which is the case of
different systems throughout the poem (Cosmogony 130). Like many of the systems Queneau
chooses to draw on for incorporation into his writing, these scientific notions are modified, or
even bent or warped from their insertion into the new text. As Andrews puts it, “the
transmutation of the scientific subject-matter into poetry is prepared, not by extracting elements
from their context, but by unsettling that context, so that theories and terminologies, losing their
systematic value, are freed to take on another kind of value in the economy of the poem”
(Cosmogony 130). These elements, much as in the case of the lexical borrowings, retain their
own intrinsic meaning, but adapt to the new context of their usage in the Cosmogonie.
The most pertinent example of a large-scale translational process in the Petite
cosmogonie portative, however, affects the form of the entire work. As François Naudin
convincingly argues in an article published in Temps mêlés in 1985, Queneau has constructed
this poetic history of the universe to scale where possible. He has brought the paleontological
scale of history to bear directly on the form of his poem, translating a scientific view of history
into an assimilated literary form. As the following chart demonstrates, the number of verses
written about each era of geologic time is to scale, in such a way that for the history of Earth’s
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Phanerozoic Eon, or the era of visible life, the Paleozoic, is given roughly 365 lines, the
Mesozoic is given 161 lines for 160 million years, the Tertiary some 70 lines, and the Quaternary
period, the last 2.6 million years right up until today, receives two lines in total.
GEOLOGIC ERA

NUMBER OF LINES

Paleozoic Era
Mesozoic Era
Tertiary Period
Quaternary Period

365
161
73
2

DURATION IN
MILLIONS OF YEARS
350 - 500 million years
160 million years
63 million years
2 million years

TABLE 1 - This table is modeled after information from François Naudin’s article “Fondement de la
Pataphysique de Petite Cosmogonie Portative (II),” Temps Mêlés, no. 150+25+26+27+28, 1985, pp. 29-39, which
is reproduced in table form in Sergio Cappello’s Les Années Parisiennes d’Italo Calvino (1964-1980): Sous le
signe de Raymond Queneau, Presses de l’Université Paris-Sorbonne, 2007, p. 116.

The Hadean, Archean, and Proterozoic eons do not have scientifically recognized eras, and so
they are left in chaos. What is more, the quantity of lines needed to represent these periods would
have been massive: as Naudin notes, “Pour les presque quatre milliards d’années qui ont précédé
l’ère primaire, Queneau n’a pas tenté les quatre mille fois douze pieds correspondants” (32). In
correlating the number of lines to this scientific system, Queneau has imposed this system of
scale on the relevant sections of his poem. Even without the goal of writing didactic literature, he
is conveying scientific information to his readers that they cannot help but to ingest. He does not
overtly specify this distinction, but a close reader of the poem will indeed notice that out of the
entire cosmological history that is presented in the Petite cosmogonie portative, man is given but
two lines: the first two lines of the sixth canto, “[Le singe sans effort] le singe devint homme /
lequel un peu plus tard désagrégea l’atome” (PCP 121), which is described by the synoptic table
at the back as “L’histoire de l’humanité (1-2). Le reste du chant consacré aux machines” (PCP
147). Queneau’s cosmogonical history is intentionally anti-anthropocentric, humanity is just
another biological step in its continuity, and as such, is given its appropriate chronological share
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of lines. As Naudin explains, “En un alexandrin et demi, Queneau ramasse la totalité du million
et demi d’années écoulées depuis l’hominisation première. Ce résumé […] m’a donné l’idée de
rechercher si Queneau avait suivi, pendant les trois ères géologiques précédentes, le même genre
de proportion: douze mille pieds par million d’années” (31).
As for the slight deviations between the number of lines and the actual duration of each
period, there are two possibilities to consider. First, that he was working off slightly different
information to what Naudin had at his disposal thirty-five years later. Second, and more likely,
the extra lines are instances of repetition. While Queneau is fairly accurate in allowing
geochronology to dictate the number of lines for each given period, the poem itself does not
follow a linear chronology. There are shifts in his distribution, where he has allowed for poetic
necessity and emphasis by jumping forward or back, or by repeating certain evolutionary
developments which, in his reading, were decisive transition points that acted as hinges.
Cappello describes the effects of these deviations from linearity:
Le déplacement des tronçons temporels […] contribue donc à créer une impression de
chaos, l’image d’un déroulement désordonné des événements de l’histoire cosmique, tandis
que sous ce chaos apparent une structure chronologique ordonnée, parfaitement dissimulée,
informe le poème en profondeur. (116-17)
The unpredictable and chaotic nature of the chronology echoes that of the materials used to
construct the text on a linguistic level. Queneau also had to make the poem work as a whole, and
this further illustrates the interference of two systems at work in a single text: that of the science
he is representing through a large-scale translational process, and that of writing a poem that
works as a poem, one that is entertaining and emphasizes what he wants to make stand out.
Again, one of the most constructive effects of Queneau’s small- and large-scale
translational processes is that once they have been reemployed away from the original source,
the act of rewriting infuses them with a new context, giving them new life and often very
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different meaning. The combinatorial process produces meaning through juxtaposition, much
like the cutting of a film, or the way the assemblage of disparate forms creates meaning in a
collage. Once they have been blended into the flowing syntax of their wielder’s unique
Quenelian idiolect, they share a historical link with their origin, but they also function beyond
that connection, producing their own meaning. For Andrews, “The breaking up of the poem’s
source materials […] is analogous to the alchemist’s disaggregation of the ingredients prior to
the series of dissolutions and coagulations required for the transmutation of metals” (Cosmogony
104). And while Queneau did indeed choose the term “transmutation” for the lexical elements he
was drawing from the sciences, many of the other processes at work here could better be termed
generalized translational processes.
This fusion of science and literature in the work of Queneau was not out of character,
even if it is more overt in the Petite cosmogonie than elsewhere. While these investigations
prefigure the scientific literature of Queneau’s friend Italo Calvino 18 and his contemporary, the
Italian writer Primo Levi,19 they are also likely influenced by the writings of Queneau’s close
friend the scientist and author Jean Rostand, and further demonstrate the close filiation between
Queneau and another of his role models, the sixteenth-century humanist, physician, and writer
François Rabelais. In focusing on the fusion of science and literature through the creation of one
of the twentieth century’s only true examples of “science poetry,” he has approached his goal of
expanding the literary language of his day from yet another angle, and has produced a text that
offers a considerable number of layers to the reader who wants to engage with him.

4 – Conclusion
When the German Romantics and, later, Antoine Berman observed that the expansion of
language primarily takes place through acts of literary translation, they were focused on
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highlighting positive features of literary (interlinguistic) translation. In the past two chapters, I
have shown that this is not always the case. However, if we extend this notion to include
traduction généralisée, Berman’s own term for a broadened conception of translation, it becomes
clear that this language-expanding act can be extended to literary writing through the use of
translational processes. As I have shown in the work of Raymond Queneau, a writer can also
engage with this process when writing fiction or poetry by adopting a method that includes
translation-related processes as an active component of his writing. Queneau felt literature to be
a shared network of interconnected works, and his method of rewriting involved the
incorporation of texts, concepts, and systems found in other disciplines that did not often play
roles in traditional literature. The recreation of systems from these sources can be seen as a
translational process.
Common misconceptions about translation often involve the idea that a source text is
somehow being materially preserved in a target text. Instead, a translation is an act of critical
recreation that creates a new text in the source language. The critical act of the translator
involves a reading of how systems of signification operate in the source text, and a decision of
which to try to recreate in his or her translation. These systems are not exclusively grammatical
and lexical, but can encompass a number of signifying elements. By broadening our conception
of translation to include a wider array of systems and acts of translation that surpass the typical
notion that translation is a practice of equivalence that exclusively denotes the interlinguistic
conveyance of information, we can better understand the manner in which translation operates.
Queneau was by no means the only author to experiment with translational processes in
his writing. Other twentieth-century writers such as Ezra Pound, Jorge Luis Borges, and Haroldo
De Campos experimented with similar processes, and theorized their possibilities in a variety of
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ways and under a wide array of different terminology. The list of parallel practitioners also
includes members of the Oulipo and one of its spin-off groups, Outranspo. As there is a
pronounced lack of scholarship on the role of translation in Queneau’s work, a series of
interviews with the elder statesmen of the Oulipo has provided further insight into the group’s
involvement and understanding of translation, both before and after Queneau’s death in 1976.
In examining the translational processes Queneau employed in his work, I have classified
them according to the scale by which they affect the target text. Certain processes involve the
insertion of lexical elements or literary fragments drawn from multiple sources, operating at the
level of the word or phrase. I have termed these local- or small-scale translational processes.
Others are more conceptual or thematic in nature, and involve the incorporation of concepts or
systems from other works or disciplines that affect the target text along formal and narrative
lines, and these I have termed global-scale or large-scale translational processes. One principal
effect of these methods is the creation of intertextual links, as the incorporation of the selected
system into the new text forges connections between target and source texts. Meanwhile, the
reception of the recreated system by its new host also brings about recontextualization, as the
excised elements retain an echo of their former meaning, but also produce new meaning through
their combinatorial juxtaposition with other elements of the new text.
After explaining the distinction between the two classifications of translational processes,
I discussed examples at each scale. First, I offered examples of small-scale processes in
Queneau’s writing, such as single-word insertion, unmarked citation, and textual. I then
illustrated the use of small-scale translational processes by examining two of his texts; first, a
posthumously published textual fragment, an unfinished novel entitled Chêne et chien (1935);
second, a short example published in his essay collection Bâtons, chiffres et lettres entitled “Une
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traduction en joycien,” which included a more extreme version of processes he later employed in
a milder form in his novel Saint Glinglin (1948). Moving on to large-scale processes, I
highlighted certain examples in Queneau’s work, such as formal and structural translation, as
well as thematic or narrative translation. This was followed by a closer look at his translational
repurposing of philosophy within his fiction. Finally, I offered a closer look through a brief
analysis of his translation of scientific information into form as exemplified by his long poem,
Petite cosmogonie portative.
In borrowing from a variety of sources during his compositional practice, and often from
several sources simultaneously, Queneau included recreations of systems from other works and
disciplines within his own compositions. The interaction of these systems with each other and
with the more traditional (and more idiosyncratic) elements of his literary writing offers his
readers the possibility of pursuing multiple layers of signification. By critically selecting the
systems, large and small, that he wanted to feature in his compositions, Queneau engaged in
creative rewriting, using translational processes to weave a new network of systems within a
target text that was simultaneously, as the Duc d’Auge put it in Les Fleurs bleues, an “histoire
universelle en général” and an “histoire générale en particulier” (Œuvres III, 1018).
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NOTES
1

See Italo Calvino, “Whom Do We Write For? or The Hypothetical Bookshelf,” in The Uses of Literature.
Translated by Patrick Creagh. Harcourt, Brace & Jovanovich, 1986, pp. 81-88.
2
See François Le Lionnais, La Peinture à Dora, L’Échoppe, 1999.
3
These examples can be found in Raymond Queneau, Exercises in Style. Expanded edition, translated by Barbara
Wright & Chris Clarke. New Directions, 2012.
4
For a few examples, see my afterword to Marcel Schwob, Imaginary Lives, translated by Chris Clarke. Wakefield
Press, 2018, pp. 157-185.
5
See B.P. Nichol, Translating Translating Apollinaire, Membrane Press, 1979. An example of what I’m here
referring to “cartographic translation” can be found on pages 10-14, such as “View 1: walking east along the
northern boundary looking south.”
6
Paul Braffort was elected to the Oulipo in 1961, and after being a foreign correspondent for a number of years
because of his employment outside of France, he returned to Paris and became a more active member of the group.
He informed me during our discussion that he first met Raymond Queneau around the time of the liberation of Paris,
through Jean Paulhan.
7
For the current list of translation constraints catalogued by the Outranspo, see “Classification of Translation
Constraints & Procedures,” 7 Nov 2017, permanently hosted on their website at
http://www.outranspo.com/classification-of-translation-constraints-procedures/
8
Debon’s findings appeared in her article, “La réécriture dans Les Fleurs bleues,” in Roman 20-50, no. 4, December
1987, pp. 5-14.
9
Wright’s findings were published in a commented version of her translation published by Methuen Educational in
London in 1971.
10
Not to be confused with an “Aeropagite,” “a member of the ancient-Athenian conciliary court of the Aeropagus,
the supreme tribunal of Athens.
11
The etymology of the word “cynic” is the same, as it originally meant “dog-like.” From the Proto-Indo-European
root *kwon-, which means dog, and from which are derived words such as “canine,” “cynic,” and “hound.”
12
For more on homophonic translation, see Sound / Writing – Traduire entre le son et le sens: Homophonic
Translation – Traducson – Oberflächenübersetzung, edited by Dirk Weissmann & Vincent Broqua. Éditions des
Archives Contemporaines, Paris, 2019.
13
Roubaud notes the error in Bigot’s passage, where the protagonist of L’Enfant du métro is a little boy, not “une
fillette.” “On voit par cette dernière phrase,” he writes, “que l’auteur du dossier n’a pas ouvert L’Enfant du métro”
(Roubaud 2005, 59).
14
For more detailed analysis of the incorporation of philosophical tracts into Queneau’s poetry and fiction, see the
work of Jean-Marie Catonné, and in particular Queneau, Éditions Belfond, 1992, and “Queneau ou la philosophie
recyclée,” Quai Voltaire, no. 5, Spring 1992, pp. 17-25.
15
See Chapter 1, Section 2.2.
16
See Poetry and Cosmogony: Science in the Writing of Queneau and Ponge, Chapters Two and Three, Rodopi,
1999; Jean Rostand’s early and well-informed review, “Raymond Queneau et la Cosmogonie,” Critique 49, 1951,
pp. 481-491; and Italo Calvino’s afterword to the Italian translation of the Petite cosmogonie portative by Sergio
Solmi, “Piccola Guida alla Poccola Cosmogonia,” Einaudi, 1982.
17
Flaubert, Gustave. Bouvard et Pécuchet, avec une présentation nouvelle de la deuxième partie et une introduction
par Raymond Queneau. Éditions du point du jour, 1947.
18
Italo Calvino’s more science-infused fiction began around the time he first began his attempt to translate
Queneau’s Petite cosmogonie portative. The novels spawned by this incorporation of scientific observation and
naturism into his work can best be seen in Cosmicomics (1965), T con zero (1967), and Mr. Palomar, which,
although not published until 1983, was begun around 1975.
19
Primo Levi’s most evident foray into literary science fiction came in 1966, when he published Storie naturali
(“The Sixth Day and Other Tales,” trans. Raymond Rosenthal), under the pen name Damiano Malabaila.
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CHAPTER SIX – LOCAL- AND GLOBAL-SCALE TRANSLATIONAL
PROCESSES: TWO CASE STUDIES
Introduction – Further Down the Translational Rabbit Hole
Having now discussed Queneau’s practice of rewriting and its relationship to generalized
translation, and having examined some preliminary examples of how Queneau employed localand global-scale translational processes in his fiction, let us now turn to a pair of close readings
that will allow us to delve further into how he repurposed selected systems from certain key
source texts, incorporating them into his compositions. During these case studies, it is important
to keep in mind that in most situations, there were multiple source texts involved, as well as
other small- and large-scale translational processes. The amalgamation of multiple systems in his
writing generated change; the interaction of different systems not only forged links to the source
texts, but also created divergence and variation. While I have chosen to highlight certain systems
that Queneau borrowed from individual source texts, this does not preclude the possibility, or
indeed the likelihood, that other systems were involved in the creative process. Indeed, many of
the sourced elements he selected were complimentary to one another, allowing him not only to
address multiple interests through a variety of source texts, but also to construct multiple layers
of meaning and observable correlations. In this chapter I will explore two final texts. First, I will
take a close look at Queneau’s pseudonymous novel On est toujours trop bon avec les femmes.
This 1947 novel, published as a translation from the Irish of a work by the fictitious Sally Mara,
is an excellent example of a local-scale translational process, as Queneau incorporated a great
deal of lexical material from James Joyce’s Ulysses during its construction.
I will follow this with an examination of global-scale translational processes in his first
novel, Le Chiendent (1933), which he stated in 1937 to have had its origins in an attempt to
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translate René Descartes’s Discours de la méthode into français parlé-écrit. I will weigh in on
the conclusions of several scholars who have analyzed the role of this seminal work of
philosophy in Queneau’s novel, and demonstrate that this process was also a form of translation.
Finally, I will provide a close reading of another text that Queneau years later suggested as a
source for the writing project that became Le Chiendent. While scholars have shown that they are
aware this 1969 essay and the various claims he made in it, the purported source text, J.W.
Dunne’s An Experiment with Time (1927), has thus far been ignored or dismissed out of hand. I
will show that it also had an important role in shaping Le Chiendent, its scientific and
metaphysical content having been incorporated into the form and narrative of the novel via largescale translation processes.

1 – Local-Scale Case Study: On est toujours trop bon avec les femmes (1947)
In 1947, Jean d’Halluin’s recently founded publishing house Éditions du Scorpion published the
first of two pseudonymous novels by Queneau, On est toujours trop bon avec les femmes. In the
introduction to this dissertation, I discussed the central place of translation in the presentation
and narrative of the two Sally Mara novels. However, the first of these also makes for a very rich
example of Queneau’s use of local-scale translational processes in his writing, as there are a
variety of such systems simultaneously at play in these texts. While translational processes occur
in both of the Sally Mara books, I will focus largely on the first of the two to appear, On est
toujours trop bon avec les femmes.
Queneau’s name is not mentioned anywhere in the original Éditions du Scorpion release
of On est toujours trop bon avec les femmes, which is presented as the work of one Sally Mara,
in a translation “from the Irish” by Michel Presle. As Paul Braffort suggested, choosing this
pseudonym was Queneau’s way of paying homage to a French cinema actress that he greatly
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admired, Micheline Presle (“Interview”). Coincidentally, Micheline Presle was also a
pseudonym, as Micheline Chassagne took up the surname of the character she played in her
breakthrough film, Jeunes filles en détresse (Georg Wilhelm Pabst, 1939), the title of which is
ironically very well-suited to the two Sally Mara books. Hidden behind both names, Presle and
Mara, Queneau’s authorship of the books was not public knowledge until its revelation became
unavoidable during the obscenity trial (1947-1950) for Boris Vian’s J’irai cracher sur vos
tombes, the first of several faux-translations that Vian published with Éditions du Scorpion,
which purported to be translations from American English of books by an African-American
named Vernon Sullivan, but were later revealed to be written by Vian directly in French.
Queneau would eventually take authorial responsibility for both of Sally Mara’s books when
Gallimard published Les Œuvres complètes de Sally Mara in 1962. This edition included the
original two books Mara published by Scorpion, and an additional section of what Queneau
referred to as “foutaises” under the heading Sally plus intime. Also added was a new introduction
in which, although written as if by Sally Mara herself, he confirmed his authorship of the Sally
Mara work in its entirety.

1.1 – Playful Engagement with the Foreign: Irishmen in English Dublin in French
In hindsight, it is surprising that the authorship of OETTBALF1 wasn’t immediately attributed to
Queneau by close readers of his other work. While less saturated with some of the stylistic traits
typical of his writing, tendencies that critics have come to call “quenien” over the years, there are
still enough examples of his patented use of néo-français and other textual maneuvers typical of
his writing that his hand is visible behind that of his fictitious author Sally. While the text does
not abound in néo-français to the extent of certain of his other works such as Le Chiendent or
Zazie dans le métro, one cannot help but notice his typical orthographic habits at play: his
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repeated use of “ouisqui” for “whisky,” for example. This pseudo-phonetic play, an important
feature of his néo-français, is on display from the opening paragraph: “[…] puis son maître
disparut dans le naufrage du Titanic sans laisser d’héritier, ni de sterling, pour entretenir le
‘kasseul,’ comme on dit de l’autre côté du canal Saint-George” (OETTBALF 9). Here, he has
inserted into his French syntax a phonetic variant of the English word “castle,” which, along with
other written representations of orality and accent, is the first of many instances of cross-cultural
linguistic commentary in the novel. With translation at the forefront in this work, this sort of
ludic linguistic gesture is visible throughout the novel.
In my section on Raymond and Janine Queneau’s second translation, that of Maurice
O’Sullivan’s Twenty Years A-Growing (1936), I expressed the opinion that in effectuating this
translation, there were certain missed certain opportunities, at least when considering Queneau’s
larger goal of expanding French literary language. 2 While Llewelyn-Davies & Thomson, in
producing the Gaelic-English translation that would also serve as his source text, opted to
preserve many Irish terms and expressions, Queneau appears to have been reluctant to
incorporate much of this lexicon into his French version. However, in OETTBALF, another story
set in the west of Ireland, he does not hesitate to engage with the intercultural linguistic dynamic
created by his subject matter. Where Vingt ans de jeunesse was a French translation of an
English translation of an autobiographical Irish work set in the Blasket Islands, Sally Mara’s
OETTBALF is presented as the French translation of an Irish novel about Irish rebels that takes
place in English-occupied Dublin. The incongruous fact that he is writing Irish characters in
French is not lost on him, and he playfully leaves traces of both English and Irish in the text,
sometimes with fake translator’s footnotes attached, on other occasions with false author’s notes,
and on still other occasions, with no note at all. These insertions take a variety of forms. For
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instance, that of English words that have been borrowed into French common usage (such as
“redingote,” borrowed into French c. 1725 from the English “riding-coat,” OETTBALF 23).
Other borrowings he has phonetically modified in keeping with the playful orthography of his
néo-français: for example, “Mais les unes voulaient aller chercher leur vatère-prouf, les autres
leur sac à main” (10, my emphasis), where the English raincoat has been metonymically replaced
by a phonetically altered borrowing, “vatère-prouf,” which replaces the attested “waterproof”
that entered the French language circa 1799. Other instances take the form of anglicismes,
unattested borrowings from English which would still be understood due to wide usage, such as
“darligne,” which is uttered twice by the Anglophone character Gertie Girdle when she is
reunited with her fiancé Cartwright. This last is a quirky choice by Queneau, as it allows
Gertrude to speak in her native English, but also confers upon her the non-standard accent a
typical French reader might employ if pronouncing the term.
On other occasions, he draws from his knowledge of English and introduces brief
instances of translanguaging into the text, as if to comment on or even rupture the suspension of
disbelief that is in operation when a reader reads a text in one language despite the fact that the
characters “should” be speaking another language:
—Finnegans Wake! s’écrièrent Kelleher et Caffrey.
—What do you say? demanda l’homme de la taverne.
—Finnegans Wake! hurlèrent les deux insurgés.
—Oh, moi, dit Smith (car tel était le nom de l’homme de la taverne), oh, moi, je ne fais pas
de politique. Et que Dieu sauve le Roi, ajouta-t-il éperonné par une peur stupide.
(OETTBALF 29)
The fact that the Irish insurgents shout their inspirational battle-cry in English throughout the
novel is already an instance of translanguaging. The tavern-keeper (with the common English
name Smith) is also confused by this translanguaging. He replies in English only to then switch
back to French for his subsequent reply, in which he goes on to utter a French translation of God
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save the King. This a fine example of Queneau playing with the linguistic suspension of disbelief
that is implicit in the reading translations; by calling attention to the fact that the English and
Irish are speaking French, and what is more, by allowing this to confuse the characters, he is not
only calling attention to the fact that the book is a work of translation, but allowing this literary
convention to influence the narrative.. There are further variations on these contextual
translanguaging insertions throughout the text; for example, during a phone call, “By Jove! reprit
la voix. Répondez!” (112), or “God gracieux!” (16) as Gertie exclaims. Overall, the effect is a
playful questioning of the nature of reading another culture in translation, and the fact that he is
knowingly poking fun at these conventions of reading is quite evident in spots. For instance, with
“Il lui sembla entendre une voix masculine qui prononçait avec decision le mot lobster, ce qui
veut dire en irlandais: homard” (69), Queneau reminds the reader that there is an additional and
unnatural disconnect in the linguistic representation: what is already a problematic situation for a
speaker of Irish who finds himself in a linguistically- and politically-charged English-language
context is further interfered with by the fact that the exchanges are being presented in French.
English is not the only language Queneau draws from for his insertions in OETTBALF. In
his usual playful fashion, he incorporates lexical elements from several other languages. For
instance, the insertion of the Latin phrase “hic et nunc”: “Il en fut attristé, tout d’abord, à cause
de la grande envie qu’il avait d’entrer dans ce lieu, puis, comme, tout de même, il jouait, dans
l’histoire universelle, à ce moment-là très exactement, et en cet endroit précis de la terre habitée,
hic et nunc, le rôle d’insurgé, il se mit à réfléchir sur la situation présente” (OETTBALF 46). In
Chapter Five, I pointed out Queneau’s habit of repurposing his own previous work in subsequent
projects. This passage offers an example of him reusing a given insertion in multiple texts, as he
makes use of this same Latinism twice more in Zazie dans le métro. In this later usage, each
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insertion is subjected to modification, and is expanded into more complicated language play.
First, “Oui, dit Laverdure, nous ne comprenons pas le hic de ce nunc, ni le quid de ce quod”
(Œuvres III, 666); second, and modified to an extreme point, “Turandot ne trouve rien à
répondre. Il revient au problème concret et présent, à la liquette ninque, celle qu’il n’est pas si
facile de laver” (Œuvres III, 585). Clearly, he felt there was no harm in re-using the same
materials if in doing so he could produce different effects each time.
In a further example of lexical insertion in OETTBALF, Queneau once again makes use
of a translator’s note to explain a term, indicating that it is a Latinism. However, the term in
question does not appear to be a Latinism at all, but instead an uncommon feminine adjective to
which he wants to lend a previous Latin-derived meaning. He writes, “c’était le cas de le dire, à
eux insurgés, comme une charge morale, insupportable et peut-être spéculatrice (1)” (93). Much
more common in French is the noun “spéculateur,” which, like its English cognate, currently
means “someone who speculates,” as in the case of financial markets. However, in this case,
aware of its etymological source, he chooses to append to the word via footnote its earlier Latin
meaning, and thus his footnote reads, “Latinisme (de speculatrix, espionne). Intraduisible en
français, langue un peu pauvre comme chacun sait. (N. d. T.)” (93). In Charlton T. Lewis and
Charles Short’s Latin Dictionary of 1879, the Latin “speculatrix” is defined as “She that spies or
watches, a (female) spy, watcher.”3 Often, an archaic or unusual term will be annotated in a text,
but this more typically applies to unfamiliar words. However, in this case, Queneau makes use of
a familiar-but-uncommon term, and ascribes to it a variant meaning through the paratextual
interruption of a translator’s note. It is as if he is trying his hand at neologizing without forging a
neologism: instead of offering a new word, he offers a different definition to a known word. By
extending the power and role of the translator, he again negates the translator’s invisibility,
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which is ironic given that there is actually no translator. 4 By ascribing an alternate semantic
value to the term, he performs a bait-and-switch, even as he comments on the role a translator
plays in introducing new or reclaimed (or even redundant) terminology into the lexicon.
Queneau’s ludic treatment of the international linguistic context available to him in
OETTBALF reaches its peak in the paragraph that immediately follows this last example. Here,
he creates a playful loop of lexical equivalence, a joke he caps off with an explicative set of
translator’s notes. The scene’s humor is multiplied due to how incongruous it is when one
considers that the character being described, Caffrey, is an illiterate Irishman in an English post
office. This aside appears immediately after Caffrey is unable to figure out which bathroom he
should enter during a personal emergency:
L’esprit irlandais, on le sait, n’obéit pas aux règles du raisonnement cartésien, non plus
qu’à celles de la méthode expérimentale. Ni français, ni anglais, mais assez voisin du
breton, il procède par “intuition.” Caffrey ne pouvant ouvrir la lourde, eut donc l’ankou (1)
que quelqu’un se trouvait là, enfermé! Cette anschauung (2) lui boucla immédiatement les
tripes. Essuyant la sueur qui lui dégoulinait encore de la tronche, il oublia ses troubles
egocentriques et, découvrant son devoir d’un seul coup d’un seul (3), il résolut de rendre
compte à Mac Cormack de la découverte qu’il venait de faire. (46-47)
The three translator’s notes appended at the bottom of the page read:
(1) Celticisme pour “intuition.” (N[ote]. d[u]. T[raducteur].)
(2) Germanisme pour “ankou.” (N. d. T.)
(3) Gallicisme pour “anschauung.” (N. d. T.)
In constructing this passage, Queneau demonstrates an acute awareness of how the editorial
practices around translanguaging operate in a translated text. By playfully creating this artificial
feedback loop of referential insertions, where one interlinguistic near-synonym acts as the only
lexical point of reference for another, which in turn takes up that role for another, and so on
(“intuition” > ankou > anschauung > d’un seul coup d’un seul), Queneau forges a demonstration
of the previously-made philosophical statement. He illustrates the lack of Cartesian reasoning, as
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the final definition does not lead back to the first: the synonymic circle is broken, and there is no
Cartesian circle. As for “raisonnement expérimental,” the mismatch of the gallicisme “d’un seul
coup d’un seul” (which, as a French expression, means, roughly translated, “in one fell swoop”),
announced as a borrowing, breaks the chain of scientific reasoning, just as Caffrey’s intuitionbased approach avoids any form of trial-and-error. Beyond this philosophical meta-reference,
Queneau also exploits the fact that this series of interlinguistic synonyms in footnote form
provides no further explanation to the reader than the original term “intuition,” playfully deriding
the use of both interlinguistic insertions and explicative footnotes: if there is nothing semantic to
be gained by their inclusion, they may as well be replaced by a French synonym. The futility of
the arbitrary gesture is humorous precisely because it is unnecessary.

1.2 – Local-scale Insertions on a Global Scale: The Joycean Architecture of Sally Mara
The most striking example of translational processes in OETTBALF involves unmarked citation
on a very small scale. This method might be seen to prefigure an early Oulipian exploration, le
roman intersectif, a constraint that was featured in “Oulipo Dossier 17.” As Queneau explained
to Charbonnier in 1962,
On pourrait écrire un roman intersectif en prenant deux romans, en se donnant comme règle
de ne se servir que des mots communs aux deux romans, ce qui ne serait pas très difficile
si les romans sont suffisamment longs, puisqu’on aurait un vocabulaire suffisamment
fourni; ce qui pourrait être beaucoup plus difficile si on prenait des textes de préoccupations
très divergentes où le vocabulaire commun soit plus rare. […] [O]n pourrait également
choisir celle des situations, des personnages, c’est-à-dire déterminer les situations qui sont
communes aux deux romans, les personnages, les types de personnages, les décors, les
paysages, les descriptions des objets et écrire un roman qui ne serait que l’utilisation de ce
qui est commun à ces deux œuvres. (Entretiens 136-37)
With the roman intersectif, the idea was to build a new novel solely out of shared and
overlapping parts of two other novels, whether these materials were lexical or narrative elements.
Only part of the process was involved with the first Sally Mara novel, as one primary source text
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is at the root of OETTBALF, and only certain passages and words, making up a relatively small
proportion of the source text, were rewritten in its composition. This is not, after all, Pierre
Menard’s attempt to rewrite Cervantes’s Don Quixote, using exactly the same words as the
original. Instead, in the construction of On est toujours trop bon avec les femmes, Queneau has
selected from Joyce’s Ulysses only as many names, words, and situational instances as he felt he
needed, incorporating them as he found appropriate into his target text. In doing so, he was
translating the chosen elements from one text and context to another, forging textual links and
traces that, while in some cases invisible to someone who isn’t seeking them out, create echoes
of another work and all that it signifies.
The scholarship that brought this process to light was undertaken in the decade that
followed the publication of the first Sally Mara novel. Over the twenty-five years that followed
the publication of OETTBALF, Pataphysician and Queneau scholar Pierre David self-published
three brief studies on the subject. The first, which he called Consubstantialité et quintessence
d’une fiction dérivée: Queneau et Joyce, was published in a small edition in Lyon in 1958. This
was followed by D’un peu plus près: suite d’une étude comparative de On est toujours trop bon
avec les femmes et de Ulysse, which he published through his own Éditions Merdre in 1972. A
third study, published in 1982, focuses more on the Journal intime de Sally Mara (1950). As
David’s insightful work has shown, Queneau made use of a specific source in the construction of
his first Sally Mara novel, primarily extracting from it lexical material related to culture,
geography and onomastics: he made use of words, phrases, names, descriptions, and other
linguistic fragments which he drew directly from James Joyce’s Ulysses. In his first two
publications, David catalogued a detailed list of these overlaps: shared names, places and
situational similarities that he found when closely comparing Queneau’s Sally Mara book to the
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French translation of Ulysses.5 I further followed up on these publications by initiating a
delightful correspondence with Monsieur David, who was ninety-one years old when I first
wrote to him in 2017. In lieu of a recorded interview, as David is hearing impaired, we have
since exchanged letters on the subject, although, with the assistance of his wife, I did spend a
pleasant afternoon in conversation with him at his home in 2018. His letters are everything you
would hope for in corresponding with a long-time ‘Pataphysicist: they are typed, accentuated
with colored inks, and often include photocopied collage-style images from various Queneaurelated projects he has undertaken over the years.
In Consubstantialité et quintessence d’une fiction dérivée, David breaks his findings
down into three categories: “Identités,” or onomastic similarities, “Topographie/ Itinéraire,”
which matches place names, street names, monuments, etc., found in both books, and “Thèmes,
Mythes et Entités,” for which he sought out thematic and conceptual repetitions in the two
novels. These lists allow us to see some of the corpus from Ulysses which Queneau employed in
OETTBALF. As David undertook this study manually in the 1950s, it seems reasonable to
assume that a digital humanities-informed search could unearth further examples and detail a
more complete corpus less limited to proper nouns. For the purposes of this project, however,
what interests us is knowing that Queneau did work in such a way, and in doing so, that he
translated material elements of Joyce’s landmark novel into a new text and context of his own.
The first of these two-columned lists, Identités, makes it immediately clear that Queneau
was indeed drawing from Joyce’s text, as the names match up too well to be a coincidence. Each
name of the Irish characters in OETTBALF also appears in Ulysses, either in exactly the same
form, or in a compound form compiled out of two separate names. Corny Kelleher, Mat Dillon,
Cissy Caffrey, Chris Callinan, Larry O’Rourke, and John MacCormack all appear in both books.
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According to David, Gallaher, whose name Queneau transmutes into Gallager in the third
chapter, is drawn from instances of both spellings found in Ulysses: Ignatius Gallaher, William
Gallagher, and “Ger” Gallaher. Similarly, David suggests Gertrude (Gertie) Girdle’s name to
have been sourced from a combination of Gertie Mac Dowell and Mrs. Bracegirdle; I would
myself add to this the repurposing of the following phrase, “the erotic provocation and response
thereto caused by the exhibitionism of Gertrude (Gerty), surname unknown” (Joyce, Ulysses
695). The exception to this is to be found among the British military characters; the name
Maxwell appears in both, although Queneau has inserted the historical General Maxwell, the
same general who ordered the execution of the Irish rebels after the uprising in 1916, whereas
the instance of the name Maxwell in Ulysses is a lieutenant-colonel Tomkin-Maxwell. The other
two named British servicemen in OETTBALF are Sidney Cartwright and Teddy Mountcatten,
and they appear to be inventions of Queneau or at least drawn from a source other than Ulysses:
Mountcatten is evidently a euphemistic modification of Lord Mountbatten.
In his section on shared topography and itineraries, David enumerates nearly forty lexical
usages that overlap between the two books, ranging from street names (Sackville Street,
O’Connell Street, Capel Street, etc.) to train stations, quays, public parks, businesses, and
monuments: Nelson’s Pillar, the Guinness brewery, the Shelbourne Hotel, the Dublin Zoo,
Phoenix Park, Trinity College, and so on. David included in his first study a map that breaks
down the geographical setting of OETTBALF:

402

Fig. 5: Pierre David’s hand-completed map of the geographical setting of On est toujours
trop bon avec les femmes, detailing the geographical markers shared between Queneau’s
Sally Mara novel and James Joyce’s Ulysses. Pierre David, Consubstance et quintessence
d’une fonction dérivée: Queneau et Joyce. Le Carré de l’hypoténuse, 1958, n.p.

David suggests that Queneau likely compiled geographical mentions in Ulysse and then plotted
them out on a map of the area, or as he put it, “topographie contrôlable dans n’importe quel
guide touristique” (“Correspondence,” 30 January 2018). Evidently any well-researched tale that
takes place in Dublin during a similar era is likely to have some geographical overlap, and some
locations are more likely to appear in any book set in Dublin (the Liffey River, for instance), but
the sheer quantity of repetition between the two books indicates that this is not an accident.
Finally, in the widely varied “Thèmes, Mythès et Entités,” David compiles a five-page
list of textual echoes of various sorts. Some are fairly commonplace for the setting and era, and
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thus may or may not be coincidence, including mentions of Irish republicanism or Sinn Féin (or
Sinner Fein, as they are referred to in Joyce’s stream-of-consciousness final section) or Guinness
beer. These were all typical facts of life in Dubliner society in the early twentieth century.
However, other echoes again seem too specific to be simple coincidence. David points out that
both texts have a character utter invocations to Saint Patrick; Queneau repeatedly mentions “la
guipure au point d’Irlande,” or raised point lace, which is mentioned by Joyce as well; many
personal items are echoed back and forth between the two texts, including handkerchiefs,
lingerie such as corsets and braziers, and other items of contemporary fashion; both books even
include a scene were a dog or dogs are licking or sniffing at the blood of a corpse in the street.
There are of course further echoes that David hasn’t pointed out: for example, Queneau
repeatedly notes the presence of a Norwegian ship in the river in what seems to be a non
sequitur; Joyce makes mention of both a “Norwegian captain” (53) and an “illfated Norwegian
barque” (599). Gertrude is also fashionable in a very modern way in both books. In the case of
Joyce’s Gerty, she “was dressed simply but with the instinctive taste of a votary of Dame
Fashion for she felt that there was just a might that he might be out. A neat blouse of electric
blue…” (Ulysses 333). In OETTBALF, Gertrude asks herself at one point, “Pourquoi ne suis-je
pas allée en France, plutôt, à Paris, par exemple? Moi je connais un peu la mode nouvelle. Mais
ici, les femmes, tout juste le point d’Irlande” (Queneau 38). In some ways, it is as if Gerty
MacDowell has stepped straight from Ulysses into Queneau’s text; both Gerty and Gertie share
certain features, such as striking blue eyes. In Queneau’s description, “Maintenant, les lèvres non
rougies, mais mordues, traçaient les deux épaisses accolades de leur sensualité. Les yeux bleus,
durs. Le nez droit, sans frémir” (OETTBALF 60). For Joyce, “Why have women such eyes of
witchery? Gerty’s were of the bluest Irish blue, set off by lustrous lashes and dark expressive
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brows” (Ulysses 332). Both Gertie and Gerty also wore their hair recently cut short (“rareté
encore à Dublin, mode nouvelle” (OETTBALF 48), with undulating curls (“la douce ondulation
des boucles” (OETTBALF 48), “She had cut it that very morning on account of the new moon
and it nestled about her pretty head in a profusion of luxurious clusters” (Ulysses 332)). Both
have milky white skin. And yet, there are some differences as well, as Gertie is English and a
blonde whereas Gerty is Irish with dark hair. While it remains possible that some of these lexical
and situational echoes are coincidental, the fact that others are notions or occurrences that he has
transported from one text and context to another seems more likely when coupled with the close
nature of some similarities and with the certainty that he is working with Joyce’s text.
Beside these direct borrowings, there seem to be materials from Ulysses which he has
modified while reusing them, making them much harder to detect. For instance, in one of
Gertie’s inner monologues in OETTBALF, there is an odd non sequitur. In my opinion, Queneau
has noticed a lexical fragment in his reading of Ulysses, and has transformed it into an
intertextual play on words, using Joyce’s text as a lexical springboard to new ideas. In Joyce’s
English, the source passage reads, “Stephen, flourishing the ashplant in his left hand, chants with
joy the introit for paschal time” (Ulysses 412). In the Christian faith, Paschal time, also known as
Eastertide, is a 56-day period running from Holy Saturday to the Saturday that follows Pentecost.
For Morel & Gilbert, this simply becomes “le temps de Pâques” (424). However, Queneau must
have noticed that the French translation of “Paschal” is Pascal, borrowed from the Latin, and
meaning “relative à la fête de la Pâque.” He inserts it into his text anyway, but opts for a
homonymic variant in meaning: “Paschal time” becomes “Pascal’s time,” which leads him to the
historical fact that Blaise Pascal is reputed to be the first man to wear a wristwatch. Via a game
of semantic telephone, by the time the lexical fragment reaches Gertie’s internal monologue, it
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has changed drastically: “Je ne vais tout de même pas rester debout des heures et des heures, se
dit Gertie en regardant la montre bracelet qu’elle ignorait être une invention de Blaise Pascal.
Deux heures et demi que je suis ici. C’est lassant. Je suis fatiguée, fatiguée, fatiguée”
(OETTBALF 32). In making use of this transformative method, Queneau has engaged in creative
translation, forging new meaning during the act of transcribing a textual element.
There are certain questions that remain with regards to what lexical elements Queneau
chose to repurpose for OETTBALF. The most evident of these, if we return our focus to
onomastics, are the names that are not explained by the above textual comparison. First and
foremost, we have seen the origin of the name Queneau gave to his fictional translator, Michel
Presle, but what about the author herself? From what source has Queneau drawn her name?
Pierre David offered an idea as to the solution of this enigma. First of all, he points out that
Stephen Dedalus’s aunt is named Sally. To this, he adds:
La clé de la pseudo énigme était offerte par la seule région irlandaise cité au moins une fois
dans chacune des œuvres romanesques de Sally Mara: le district du Connemara, province
du Connaught. La lecture appliquée du vocable CONNEMARA est assez révélatrice sans
qu’il soit nécessaire de rechercher des connaughtations plus filigranées. (Prime, n.p.)
According to this suggestion, Sally’s last name is another dirty joke on Queneau’s part, one I
respectfully decline to translate in this dissertation. To this notion, which I find quite plausible, I
will add a second possibility, one that also involves an act of homophonic translation: in the past
simple tense, the French verbs salir (“to soil” or “to get dirty”) and (se) marrer (“to have a
laugh” or “to make laugh”) are conjugated in the third person as “salit” and “marra.” Thus, by
getting dirty, we can have a laugh: “Salit, Marra.” As to the main characters in Ulysses, it goes
without saying that their names would be far too evident an insertion for Queneau to risk: if a
Leopold Bloom or a Stephen Dedalus were to appear in On est toujours trop bon avec les
femmes, any reader with the least awareness of literary history would have known something was
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going on. For Queneau, who liked to remove the scaffolding once his text was constructed, this
would have been far too glaring an inclusion. I will suggest, however, that Queneau paid a
different lexical homage to Stephen Dedalus years later, after the formation of the Oulipo. First, I
must note that in Stephen Hero, an early unfinished novel by Joyce which supplied a number of
ideas and scenes to Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, Stephen’s last name is instead spelled
“Daedalus.” Daedalus, of course, is a figure from Greek mythology, and he was the ultimate
craftsman and architect, much in the same way Queneau viewed Joyce as a writer. However,
Daedalus suffered an unfortunate fate: after constructing the labyrinth for King Minos, he was
imprisoned in his own creation. Eventually, he escaped with his son Icarus using wings made of
wax. This, I suspect, became the origin of one of the key Oulipian slogans, and is indirectly a
reference to Joyce’s alter-ego, Stephen Dedalus. In the meeting notes for the 17 April 1961
meeting of the Oulipo, Queneau proposed the following description of the group: “OuLiPiens:
rats qui ont à construire le labyrinthe dont ils se proposent de sortir. (1)” (Oulipo, “Dossiers” 3).
To this, he appended the following footnote: “(1) On aperçoit, sous ses grands mots, toute la
sournoiserie du cheminement. Car le labyrinthe dont on sort le plus aisément est évidemment
celui que l'on a construit de ses mains. (N.D.Q.B.)” (3). 6 By describing the Oulipo’s engagement
with constrained writing in this way, he also gives a referential nod to the architectural style of
Joyce, which he admitted had been a great influence on him as a young writer, and can be seen
as one of the significant precursors of the Oulipo and their own designs.

1.3 – Establishing the True Source of OETTBALF’s Joycean Borrowings
Adding interlinguistic translation to this creative local-scale translational process would have
furthered the complexity of this process. Knowing that Queneau was also a literary translator and
had read Joyce in English, one would expect that he excerpted his corpus from Joyce’s original
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English text. Interlinguistically translating as he incorporated these materials into his new text
would involve a dual translational process, moving from one textual source and context to
another, and more traditionally, from one language to another. However, a close examination of
these texts has proven otherwise, as it is certain that he drew the Joycean elements he would
insert into OETTBALF from Morel & Gilbert’s French translation, Ulysse (1929). The case for
this lies in the character names from Joyce’s book that have been incorporated into OETTBALF.
In the following table, the left two columns display the information presented by Pierre David in
Consubstantialité et quintessence d’une fiction dérivée, whereas the third column lists the names
of the matching instances from the English-language Bodley Head edition of Ulysses:
Table 2: Excerpt from Pierre David’s List of Lexical Overlap between Queneau’s On est toujours trop bon avec les
femmes and James Joyce’s Ulysse (FR), with the Addition of Matching Comparison with Joyce’s Ulysses (ENG)

From Pierre David’s Consubstantialité et quintessence…
(1958)
AVEC LES FEMMES [RQ]
ULYSSE [FR]
Corny KELLEHER; p. 9
[Corny Kelleher] directeur de
l’entreprise de pompes funèbres
O’Neil; p. 216, 219, 318, 295,
…
Mat DILLON; “couturier de
[Mat Dillon] “chez Mat Dillon, à
Marlborough street” p. 142
Roundtown”; p.105, 113, 148,
269, 378, 593…
Cissy CAFFREY, “manœuvre [Cissy Caffrey] p.339… (sexe f.
chez Guiness”, p.45 (sexe m.) mais se travestit parfois en m., p.
346
Larry O’ROURKE, étudiant
[Larry O’Rourke] cabaretier; p.
en médecine; p. 166
57, 220, 463…
GALLAHER, p. 11 devient :
Ignatius GALLAHER,
GALLAGER à partir de la p.
journaliste; p. 87, 133
34
William GALLAGHER,
salaisons; p. 216
Ger GALLAHER, écolier; p.
215
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Bodley Head Ulysses,
1937 ed., 1954 printing
ULYSSES (ENG)
Corny Kelleher, p. 63, 93,
98, 212…
Mat Dillon, p. 98, 107…
Cissy Caffrey, p. 329,
330, 336…
Larry O’Rourke, p. 50,
213, 267…
Ignatius Gallaher, p. 80,
126, 129
Ger Gallaher, p. 207
Joe Gallaher, p. 428
Mrs. J. Gallaher, p. 553,
727
William Gallagher, p. 209
Michael Gallagher, p. 670

John Mac CORMACK, p. 9;
chef de groupe (rebelle)
Théodore DURAND; p. 12

“au coin de chez CORMACK”,
p. 427
[John Mac Cormack, p. 96]
par contraction : Théodore
(PUREFOY) et (Philémon)
DURAND; p. 417

Gertie GIRDLE, “demoiselle
des Postes”; p. 60

par contrac.: Gertie (MAC
DOWELL) p. 341 et (Mme.
BRACE) GIRDLE p. 363

Mrs. KANE; p. 17
SMITH, “tavernier”; p. 30
Maud, p. 65

(Matthew F.) KANE, p. 629
(Law) SMITH; p. 244
Maud (GONNE) p. 45
Maud (BRANSCOMBE) p. 645

Général MAXWELL; p. 165

(“l’implacable lieutenantcolonel TOMKIN-)
MAXWELL”; p. 304

John MacCormack, p. 85
No Contraction possible:
Theodore PUREFOY, p.
404, 467and *Darby
DULLMAN, p. 405
*Gerty MacDowell, p.
239…
*Gerty, p. 350
Mrs. Bracegirdle, p. 353
Matthew F. Kane, p. 665
(Law) Smith, p. 236
Maud Gonne, p. 40
Maud Branscombe, p.
353
“the stern
provostmarshal,
lieutenant-colonel
Tomkin-Maxel
ffrenchmullan
Tomlinson”, p. 295

First of all, there are two examples of French-language spelling modifications present in both
Queneau’s text and Morel and Gilbert’s Ulysse; as is often the case, the French tend to insert a
space into surnames beginning with “Mac” – such as Pierre Mac Orlan. In this case, Joyce’s
English-language John MacCormack (Ulysses 85) becomes Morel & Gilbert’s John Mac
Cormack, and Queneau’s as well (OETTBALF 9). Similarly, the many instances of the name
“Gerty” in Joyce’s English are replaced by a modified French spelling, “Gertie,” throughout both
Morel and Gilbert’s Ulysse and Queneau’s OETTBALF. Finally, there is the case of Théodore
Durand, Queneau’s French-born Irish post office director. While the name of every other nonEnglish military character in OETTBALF is drawn from Joyce’s text, there is no incidence of the
name “Durand” in Joyce’s Ulysses. In examining Morel and Gilbert’s French translation, Pierre
David has suggested that the name is constructed as a contraction of “THÉODORE Purefoy” and
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“Philémon DURAND,” names which both appear in close proximity in the French edition (both
on page 417). And yet, in consulting the same page in the English edition, the name “Philémon
Durand” is in fact replacing “Darby Dullman.” Joyce’s phrase, “Dost envy Darby Dullman there
with his Joan” (Ulysses 405), in Morel and Gilbert’s French, becomes “Envierais-tu ce Philémon
Durand et sa Baucis?”
Due in large part to Joyce’s habit of adding meaning through intentional onomastic
signification, and likely thanks to his involvement in the translation process alongside Morel and
Gilbert, a comparison of the two texts show that many changes have been made to the vast
repertoire of proper names appearing in the text during the translation process. The fact that the
name “Durand” only appears in Morel and Gilbert’s French edition confirm for us which source
text Queneau made use of in the construction of On est toujours trop bon avec les femmes, and it
also provides a lovely illustration of the role of translation in the afterlife of a text. For Joyce, the
use of the names “Darby Dullman” and “Joan” had cultural significance, referencing a popular
song from 1909, “Darby and Joan,” with music by Irish composer James Lynam Molloy, and
lyrics by Frederic Weatherly.7 The song “Darby and Joan” tells the story of a married couple
who have stood by each other through hard times for fifty years; as such, the reference adds
further information to the context of Ulysses at this point in the story, when Theodore Purefoy’s
wife Mina is going through a very difficult labor. The addition of “Dullman,” which does not
appear in the lyrics, refers to the repetition in the chorus, “Always the same to your old wife
Joan” (Bowen 245-46). However, assuming that a French reader in 1929 would have little
familiarity with this 1909 Irish song, the translators opt for the substitution of a different cultural
reference, this time literary instead of musical, inserting the names Philemon and Baucis. 8 These
two names also refer to an old married couple, but here the reference is drawn from Ovid: the
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eighth book of Ovid’s Metamorphoses contains the fable of Baucis and Philemon. In this tale, a
poor couple is hospitable to the disguised gods Zeus and Hermes after the rest of their village
was not. The gods lay waste to the village, but the two live to a ripe age side by side and die at
the exact same moment as they have requested.
As to Morel and Gilbert’s choice of “Durand” as a last name for their Philemon, this is
less clear. One possibility is that this is another literary reference, this time to the 1777 French
play “L’Égoïsme” by Jean-François Cailhava de l’Estandoux, in which two of the principal
characters are Philémon and Durand. Another possibility lies in the similarity of the name with
the word “durant,” which, in as the past participle of the verb durer, means “lasting,” which
accurately describes the couple: such as in the expression “sa vie durant,” literally “all through
your life.” A final possibility is the common preconception about the family name Durand in
France, where the patronyms Durand and Dupont play a role similar to that played by the name
John Smith in America: a common placeholder name or assumed name, sometimes comical, and
often intended as representative of the everyman or a nobody. One reason to lean toward this last
reasoning is the other appearance of the name Durand in the Morel & Gilbert translation. During
a chaotic genealogy delivered by Brini, Papal Nuncio, Joyce offers the following: “Moses begat
Noah and Noah begat Eunuch and Eunuch begat [seventeen more pairs followed by] Dusty
Rhodes and Dusty Rhodes begat Benamor and Benamor begat Jones-Smith and Jones-Smith
begat Savorgnanovich […]” (Ulysses 471) and so on. In the French Ulysse, certain of the name
choices have been replaced with other choices intended to resonate better for French readers.
This last fragment reads, “[…] Bibi-la-Purée et Bibi-la-Purée engendra Benamor et Benamor
engendra Dupont-Durand et Dupont-Durand engendra Savorgnanovich” (483). By replacing the
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very common English names Jones and Smith with Dupont and Durand, Morel and Gilbert
affirm that they believe these to be equivalent in what they can signify to a reader.
Any of these explanations as to the family name of Philémon Durand is conceivable, and,
in the hands the writers and translators in question, it could very well be a combination of them.
Whatever the true source of Monsieur Durand’s family name, the presence of these substitutions
in Queneau’s novel leaves no doubt that the source text for On est toujours trop bon avec les
femmes was Joyce’s Ulysses in the French translation by Morel and Gilbert. The fact that names
from Ovid’s two-thousand-year-old narrative poems have made their way, via the first French
translation of Joyce’s 1922 novel, into Queneau’s pseudonymous Sally Mara novel about the
Irish Easter Rising of 1916, can only remind us of Queneau’s thoughts on rewriting and his
belief in the interconnectedness of all literature. In this instance, the links are once again formed
through acts of translation.

1.4 – Further Corroboration of the Role of Ulysses as Source Text for OETTBALF
If the above evidence that Queneau incorporated this lexical corpus drawn from Joyce’s Ulysses
into his pseudonymous novel On est toujours trop bon avec les femmes is somehow not enough,
there are other considerations that support the idea. As his journals show, Queneau had read
Herbert Gorman’s James Joyce in November 1946. This fits the timeline in that he may have
been refreshing his memory as he set to work on this project. Boris Vian claimed to have written
J’irai cracher sur vos tombes during fifteen days of August 1946, and it was published by
Éditions du Scorpion on 8 November 1946 (Darnaudet n.p.). OETTBALF was published by
Scorpion exactly one year later, printed on 8 November 1947. There is little doubt that it took
Queneau longer to write his Sally novel than it took Vian to write his first Vernon Sullivan book;
even for a pseudonymous novel written primarily for the money, his attention to detail would not
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permit a three-week project like Vian’s. Thus, his reading of another Joyce biography coincides
with the writing period for OETTBALF. Beyond this conjecture, however, the validity of David’s
argument is also confirmed, after a fashion, by the author himself.
With his typical casualness, Queneau acknowledged David’s work on OETTBALF. The
1962 Gallimard edition of Les Œuvres complètes de Sally Mara and its subsequent reprints,
which combine OETTBALF, the Journal intime, and Sally plus intime, feature a simple
paratextual comment on a page inserted after the new introduction. It reads: “À consulter sur
Sally Mara: Pierre David, Consubstantialité et Quintessence d’une fiction dérivée, Lyon, 1958”
(Queneau, OCSM 1962, n.p.). There is no further commentary. As David explained to me, “Je
n’ai jamais parlé de Mara avec l’auteur, et il n’a pas eu besoin de me demander mon autorisation
pour signaler mes découvertes en page de garde des rééditions de ses Mara” (“Correspondence,”
30 January 2018). The addition of this note to the compiled edition of the Sally Mara books lends
very strong credence to David’s findings on the construction of OETTBALF, as Queneau would
surely have ignored them had they been completely unfounded.
Queneau has also buried a hint of this textual relationship in OETTBALF itself. In another
situational parallel, in Ulysses, Bloom is chastised by Father Farley for being an agnostic. “He’s
an episcopalian, an agnostic, an anythingarian seeking to overthrow our holy faith” (Ulysses 466)
charges the priest. In OETTBALF, Gertrude Gertle declares herself an agnostic as well, which
lends Queneau the opportunity to point directly at his source text in playful way:
—C’est bien une protestante, dit Caffrey d’un air indifférent.
—Non, dit Gertie, je suis agnostique.
—Quoi? Quoi?
Caffrey s’affolait.
—Agnostique, répéta O’Rourke.
—Eh bien, dit Caffrey, on en apprend des mots nouveaux aujourd’hui. On voit qu’on est
dans le pays de James Joyce (1).
—Et ça veut dire? demanda Callinan.
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—Qu’elle ne croit à rien, dit O’Rourke. (71)
In a footnote, this opaque mention of Joyce is addressed, this time not by the translator, but by
the fictitious author herself. “(1) Il y a un léger anachronisme, mais Caffrey, étant analphabète,
ne pouvait savoir en 1916 qu’Ulysses n’avait pas encore été publié. (N. de l’A.)” (71). In contrast
to the repeated cries of “Finnegans Wake!” found throughout the text, here Queneau has slipped
in an anachronistic mention of his source text Ulysses, placing it in the mouth of the illiterate
Caffrey nearly two years before the book’s serialization began in The Little Review, and nearly
six years before its first complete edition was published by Sylvia Beach in Paris on Joyce’s
fortieth birthday, 2 February 1922.
By constructing the book in this manner, Queneau has left a tangible homage to Joyce’s
masterpiece, connecting his own work to Ulysses through a translational process of rewriting. As
James Joyce told his first biographer Frank Budgen, “I want to give a picture of Dublin so
complete that if the city one day suddenly disappeared from the earth it could be reconstructed
out of my book” (Yee 61). I might similarly argue that in his composition of On est toujours trop
bon avec les femmes, Queneau was extending the context of this statement, adding for his own
work that if Joyce’s book one day suddenly disappeared from the earth, it could be reconstructed
out of his book.

1.5 – Local-scale Insertions in OETTBALF: For a Few Sources More
Certain of Queneau’s colleagues in the Oulipo take pleasure in informing their readers of the
constraints used in their writing. In doing so, they expose their methods to the world and allow
them to play an additional part in the reading of the text. Queneau himself was rarely one to
share his methods. He preferred to conceal the techniques he used in his construction, which he
once referred to as “échafaudage” [“scaffolding”]: “Comme des échafaudages qu’on enlève,
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c’est exactement ça, qu’on enlève une fois que la construction est terminée (Entretiens 49-50).
Many scholars of Queneau have referred to this method as “brouiller les cartes”: he liked to
shuffle the deck once the cards had been played. Thinking back to last chapter and the example
of the asterisks he left in the early version of Chêne et chien to mark his insertions, it is my
assumption that should he have completed the text, he would have removed them prior to
publication.9 In the case of On est toujours trop bon avec les femmes, we can see this in action
once again. He offers some subtle hints about his methods, but he also foregrounds misdirection.
One such red herring takes the form of the patriotic cry of the rebels, “Finnegans Wake!” which
would instinctually lead the reader toward Joyce’s following book, Finnegans Wake (1939). As I
have shown, it was from Joyce’s earlier novel that Queneau drew the elements he incorporated
into his text, but having his characters scream Ulysses would hardly have been appropriate.
In Chapter Four, I explained that Queneau’s knowledge of Ireland was entirely literary,
as he never spent any time there himself. But Joyce was not his only literary tie to Ireland, as he
was at least peripherally involved with two translation projects that provided him with
information about the country, its geography, and its customs. The first was Edgar Wallace’s Le
Mystère du train d’or, which he completed when Janine could not continue due to her
pregnancy. Wallace was a Londoner, but the novel in question, Kate Plus Ten, is set in County
Galway, Ireland. Second, Janine and Raymond Queneau also translated the memoir of Maurice
O’Sullivan, who grew up in the Blasket Islands, also on the west coast of Ireland, but south of
County Galway and its Arran Islands. In Chapter Thirteen of O’Sullivan’s Twenty Years AGrowing, O’Sullivan describes the aftermath of a shipwreck, and the goods the inhabitants are
able to pull from the sea after the ship founders off the coast. In Chapter Thirteen of On est
toujours trop bon avec les femmes, we find a similar occurrence: Gallager, claims to be from the
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Inishkea Islands, another set of inhabited islands off the west coast but still further north. “Dans
l’île où je suis né, et qui s’appelle Inniskea,” he says, “on apprécie les orages et les tempêtes à
cause des naufrages. Ensuite on court les grèves pour ramasser les épaves. On trouve de tout. On
vit bien dans notre petite île d’Inniskea (OETTBALF 33).10 The echo is visible in Queneau’s
translation of O’Sullivan:
Nous courûmes, ou plutôt, tel des oiseaux, nous volâmes tout le long du sentier que menait
vers l’ouest jusqu’à ce que nous arrivions sur la plage de galets. Il y avait là pêle-mêle, des
coffres et des caisses de toutes les tailles et de toutes les couleurs, et pas un pouce de sable
qui ne fût couvert d’épaves. (Vingt 155, my emphasis)
Although transposed several sets of islands to the North, the echoes are clear. Queneau has
reemployed an anecdote from the translation of O’Sullivan’s memoir, leaving the context very
similar but shifting the tale to a new character and a different group of Irish islands. Gallager
would have been a few years older than Maurice, who was born in 1904, but the situational
match is clear. A second word is borrowed a bit later in the sequence, when Maurice and Tomâs
go searching for more loot “au milieu de la grève” (Vingt 154, my emphasis). By reaching out to
what he had at hand as far as Irish background material, Queneau mingled lexical and situational
elements from his own translation of O’Sullivan’s memoir with the lexical and situational
elements he had made use of from Joyce’s Ulysses, and in doing so, he reinforced the realism of
his Irish setting and characters.
A final twist on this translational process involves not Joyce, but Queneau’s other
Anglophone hero, William Faulkner. In his article “Raymond Queneau’s 1916 Easter Rising: On
est toujours trop bon avec les femmes as (Post-)Historical Novel,” Douglas Smith notes the
likely source of the central premise of OETTBALF to be James Hadley Chase’s No Orchids for
Miss Blandish. This novel also features “the predicament of a sequestered young woman
sexually involved with her violent captors” (Smith 155). Smith traces the lineage of the Chase
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story further back, suggesting it to be an extra-violent pastiche of the abusive kidnapping in
William Faulkner’s Sanctuary. Queneau’s affinities for Faulkner and Hadley Chase are well
known, but beyond that uncomfortable shared premise, a back-to-back reading of the two novels
shows there to be no further similarities between OETTBALF and No Orchids for Miss Blandish.
However, it is my contention that Faulkner’s writing did have a role to play in the Sally Mara
novel: Queneau has borrowed the title of the book from another of his novels, Mosquitoes.11
As I pointed out in the section about Queneau and Faulkner in Chapter Two, Queneau
wrote the introduction to the French translation of Mosquitoes in 1948, the year following the
publication of the first Sally Mara book. Despite the fact that OETTBALF was published prior to
this French Faulkner translation, Queneau had of course read the English version back in 1932.
In his introduction to the Pierre Dumayet translation, Queneau directly ties Faulkner’s 1927
novel to his own pseudonymous effort by suggesting that “le roman lui-même tourne autour du
thème: ‘on est toujours trop bon avec les femmes’, et il est difficile de ne pas croire que l’auteur
y croit lui-même, bien que l’‘auteur’ de cette théorie dans Mosquitoes soit lamentablement
ridicule” (Moustiques 12). He had evidently been pondering this line for some time, as eight
years before writing OETTBALF, he used the same phrase in his journals in reference to the
invading Germans, less than a month prior to the occupation of Paris. On 16 May 1940, he wrote
“on a été trop bons avec les Allemands… avec soi-même…” (Journaux 459). While the title
phrase does not appear in precisely this wording in either the French translation Moustiques or its
English source text, it is my contention that “On est toujours trop bon avec les femmes” is
Queneau’s own loose French translation of a line from the final chapter of the Faulkner novel.
Mr. Talliaferro muses to himself,
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Why is it that [women] never act as you had calculated? You can allow for every
contingency; and yet they will always do something else, something they themselves could
not have imagined nor devised beforehand.
…. I have been too gentle with them, I have allowed too much leeway for the intervention
of their natural perversity and of sheer chance. […] The trouble is, I haven’t been bold
enough with them: I have been afraid of frightening them away. (Faulkner 539-40)
Faulkner’s “I have been too gentle with them” is the source of the title of Sally Mara’s novel.
Queneau has simply restated the object of the sentence; excised from the context of the
monologue, the object must be re-inserted so that the phrase may stand alone, because On est
toujours trop bon avec elles or On est toujours trop doux avec elles is too vague to stand alone as
a title. A playful gesture, and another for the inquisitive reader as well.
Accordingly, Queneau has once again shuffled the deck to both suggest and mask his
sources. He has constructed his text with a corpus compiled from lexical and situational
fragments from Joyce’s Ulysses, but instead of naming his book in relation to this source, he has
drawn the title from a line that he has loosely translated from the final chapter of William
Faulkner’s Mosquitoes. This playful engagement with previous literature via local-scale and
large-scale translation processes exemplifies the many-layered approach Queneau often
employed in the construction of his novels, highlighting his belief that all literature is connected,
and that the material from which it is made is available to be reused like any other element.

2 – Global-Scale Case Study: Le Chiendent (1933)
Perhaps the most evident example of the relationship between writing and translation in the
oeuvre of Raymond Queneau appeared at the dawn of his writing career with his first novel. Le
Chiendent was awarded the inaugural Prix des Deux Magots in 1933; in fact, the award was
created to celebrate the novel after it didn’t win the Prix Goncourt earlier that day. Queneau
began writing the novel during his trip to Greece in the summer of 1932, and the final product
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was published by Gallimard on 11 October 1933, about five years before he was hired as their
English reader. Le Chiendent makes for a great case study, regardless of what facet of Queneau’s
work is being examined, as the roots of all the different literary experimentations in which he
would engage over the next forty years are present in this first novel. As Catonné puts it,
Queneau entre en littérature avec Le Chiendent et tout Queneau, dès 1933, est déjà dans ce
roman – un genre condamné par les surréalistes – construit de façon rigoureuse et
consciente, quasi mathématique, racontant une histoire avec des personnages – même si
l’on peut demander quelle est cette histoire et qui sont ces personnages. (Queneau 27)
Rigorous structure, numerology, néo-français and other non-French lexical insertions, and, as I
will show, the recreation of large-scale systems from philosophy and science, Le Chiendent is
proof that all these many axes of experimentation were already on his mind in 1932, and a close
reading shows that he was already active in layering them into his practice simultaneously.
Of all his books, Le Chiendent holds the distinction of being the one piece of fiction that
he stated to have begun as a translation project. Queneau asserts this in the first essay of his
1950 collection Bâtons, chiffres et lettres. In “Écrit en 1937,” which is by his report12 one of two
essays written in 1937 (alongside “Technique du roman”), he offers the following comments on
the genesis of Le Chiendent, after detailing his initial “discovery” of néo-français during his trip
to Greece:13
Il me parut aussi que la première façon d’affirmer cette nouvelle langue serait non
pas de romancer quelque événement populaire (car on pourrait se méprendre sur
les intentions), mais bien, à l’exemple des hommes du XVIe qui utilisèrent les
langues modernes au lieu du latin pour traiter de théologie ou de philosophie, de
rédiger en français parlé quelque dissertation philosophique et, comme j’avais
emporté avec moi le Discours de la Méthode, de le traduire dans ce français parlé.
(BCL 18)
Thus the initial desire Queneau acted upon in formulating his project was one of translating
(rewriting) a philosophical text entirely in(to) français parlé-écrit. This notion of using one
language to re-express that which has previously been expressed in another tongue is our more
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widely accepted definition of interlinguistic translation, and as Chapter One showed, Queneau
believed at the time that the differences between spoken and written French had become such
that they were separate languages. And yet, in this early essay, he quickly changes gears, stating
that the project was soon abandoned and replaced by the novel. He continues:
C’est avec cette idée en tête que je me mis à écrire “quelque chose” qui devint un roman
devant plus tard s’intituler le Chiendent; on y trouve beaucoup de photographies de langage
populaire, mais quelques efforts dans le second sens, par exemple une sorte de transcription
du Parménide (je ne l’ai pas relu, mais je crois me rappeler cela). (BCL 18)
The way Queneau describes the project, despite the ambiguity, is largely accurate. First, he
followed through on his intention to incorporate “snapshots,” preserving in written representation
a form of “langage populaire.” He also suggests, rather ambiguously, that there were further
efforts along the lines of this “second sens,” the translation of a philosophical text. Initially, he
names Descartes’ Discours de la méthode, and then he references a sort of “transcription” of
Plato’s dialogue on Parmenides. What did he intend by his choice of the word “transcription”?
The Trésor de la langue française offers several definitions of the term, two of which are quite
polarizing in this particular case: “A. Reproduction exacte, par l’écriture, de ce qui a déjà été
écrit;” and “B. Reproduction exacte par écrit à l’aide d’autre signes, d’un système de notation
différent, d’un autre code.” There are also two further definitions specific to non-literary
transcription are also interesting: “2. INFORMAT[ique]. Conversion de données d’un langage,
d’un code ou d’un support à un autre, opération comprenant la lecture, la traduction,
l’enregistrement,” and “3. ARTS PLAST[iques]. Fait de traduire un élément non-linguistique par
une représentation plastique.” I will circle back to these in the discussion to come.
After bringing up the topics of translation and transcription, Queneau then returns to
focus on néo-français, and makes no further mention of this “second sens,” neither of translation,
nor of Descartes or Plato. Twenty-five years later, however, when he was interviewed by
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Georges Charbonnier in 1962, he once again mentioned the Discours de la Méthode. This time,
he simply stated that:
Un des projets que je me suis proposé, c’était de traduire le Discours de la Méthode
en français parlé. C’est quand même du franco-latin, le Discours de la Méthode;
quelque belle qu’en soit la langue, on peut dire que ce n’était même pas du français
parlé de son temps. On pourrait en faire du français parlé actuel. (Entretiens 88-89)
The repetition of this idea reinforces the place of Descartes’s text in the genesis of the project,
but Queneau also adds some important information. He expands upon his explanation of Le
Chiendent’s origins, adding to his revelation of the translation at its source by noting that
Descartes’s writing, in its linguistic contemporaneity, was not representative of the writing of his
day.
Queneau employed small-scale translation processes in Le Chiendent just as he would
continue to do throughout his body of work. However, instead of examining the early instances
of néo-français or literary borrowings in this first novel as I have with others, the focus of this
case study will remain the claims he made regarding the translation-related origins of this
project. I will first examine the existing scholarship on the relationship between Le Chiendent
and Descartes’s Discours de la Méthode, recentering this within the context of large-scale
translational processes. After this, my aim will be to privilege further translational relationships
in Le Chiendent that I believe have not been sufficiently examined.

2.1 –Le Chiendent, Translation of Descartes’s Discours de la méthode?
Many critics have addressed the question of Le Chiendent’s genesis. In this glut of scholarship,
there seem to be two divergent opinions as to what actually happened during this process. On the
one hand, and perhaps most commonly, certain scholars suggest that any relationship between
his novel and Discours de la méthode can safely be ignored, proposing that even if Queneau
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began his project with this intention, it quickly morphed into something unrelated. On the other
hand, certain scholars have worked to demonstrate that while the project may have quickly
veered away from a planned translation of Descartes text into néo-français, the resulting text still
contains elements of Discours de la méthode in its narrative.
The first question before us is thus clear: are any material traces of Discours de la
méthode preserved in Queneau’s novel? Scholars of Queneau’s work tend to agree that there are
no direct insertions in the book as published, other than a few minor references or asides. Henri
Godard, editor of the Pléiade Œuvres complètes volume that contains the novel, points out
several such references, signaling the
[…] jeu de mots des joueurs qui, dans les cafés, demandent “Descartes,” [et] notamment à
propos du doute qui saisit Étienne à partir d’un certain point: “Étienne alors douta de tout
ce qu’il croyait connaître, de tout ce qu’il croyait savoir, de tout ce qu’il croyait voir et
entendre. Naturellement, Étienne douta du monde”; “il se plongea dans une série de
considérations visant la nécessité d’un doute préliminaire à toute recherche
philosophique.” (1459-60)
While the first example is a homophonic pun quite typical of Queneau’s sense of humor, in the
second example, the narrator’s description of Étienne’s state echoes Descartes’s introduction to
his Discours, where he describes his doubts and the resulting search for meaning. Godard points
out other related lines:
Queneau n’aurait-il jamais parlé de Descartes à propos du Chiendent, que le lecteur aurait
repéré le souvenir de celui-ci dans plus d’un passage. Étienne ne se contente pas de trouver,
à la fin d’un long monologue intérieur, que “c’est très amusant comme ça de conduire des
pensées”: c’est dans les termes mêmes du Cogito qu’il en vient à résumer sa naissance à la
pensée lorsque, à la question de Pierre: “Qui croyez-vous être?” il répond: “un homme qui
pense.” (1458)
Beyond this, there are few material traces of Descartes, or at least not in keeping with the
insertion-based material process I have detailed while examining Queneau’s incorporation of the
words of Joyce and others into his writing. A further example offered by scholars is in my
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opinion a bit of a stretch, although if we consider the fact that literary translation need not always
seek to render meaning in similar lexical form, the suggestion is perhaps slightly more
reasonable: Alexander Hertich cites both Ian Pilcher and Claude Simonnet as suggesting that
“the only quotation from Descartes’s text is the oft-cited opening, ‘Le bon sens est la chose du
monde la mieux partagée’ (Discours de la méthode 1), which in Le Chiendent becomes ‘Madame
Cloche j’suis pas si conne que j’en ai l’air’” (Œuvres complètes II, 91)” (151).
Although there are few material traces of this source text in Le Chiendent, what is more
relevant to our ends is the possibility that Queneau incorporated thematic elements of the
Discours de la méthode into his novel through a large-scale translational process that preserved
the core ideas of the philosopher’s book without any concern as to retaining the materiality of his
text. And indeed, without making reference to the translation of systems, this has been argued by
several scholars of Queneau’s work. For Claude Simonnet, Henri Godard, and Alexander
Hertich, despite the fact that the resulting text is clearly not a literary translation of Discours de
la méthode, systems from Descartes’s text have evidently been recreated in Le Chiendent. As
Godard puts it, “Descartes, longtemps placé par Queneau à l’origine même du Chiendent, y
garde certes une présence […]” (1459). Simonnet felt much the same way, stating that “Si le
Discours de la Méthode (contrairement au Parménide et même au Phédon) n’apparaît pas sur le
plan de la parodie langagière, il reste très important comme hypotexte sur le plan du récit” (Notes
45). And, as Hertich put it much more recently, “Queneau’s Le Chiendent follows the model of
the Discours de la Méthode, not only in its overall structure, but also in the purpose envisioned
for the text itself” (76).
As these scholars have shown, the narrative thread of Descartes’s philosophical quest has
been retained in the construction of Queneau’s novel, at least to some extent. For Simonnet,
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Tout le développement du roman s’accompagne, au moins dans les premiers chapitres, de
réflexions d’Étienne ou de dialogues avec Pierre qui montrent ses progrès dans la
méditation philosophique. Étienne doute, pense, découvre qu’il existe et se demande ce
que c’est qu’exister comme Descartes passe du doute au cogito et à la question que suis-je
moi qui pense? (Notes 45-46)
In Le Chiendent, Queneau first introduces his protagonist Étienne Marcel as a silhouette lacking
in any substance. In fact, for the first several pages, the character is only referred to as “la
silhouette,” and then suddenly, something changes. The silhouette begins to notice things around
it, begins to discern individual objects within what had previously been chaos. A second
character is added to the picture, and he is initially referred to as “the observer”. When the
observer perceives the silhouette, the silhouette also separates from the crowd, and it begins a
transformation during which it becomes the three-dimensional Étienne Marcel. For Simonnet,
Étienne is the driver of the Cartesian narrative thread, and he employs the term “translation” to
refer to this incarnation of Descartes’s principles by a character:
[C]e personnage est une incarnation, une traduction du cogito ergo sum de Descartes: son
existence de personnage de roman est étroitement fondée sur sa réflexion. De simple
silhouette plate, se détachant à peine de l’anonymat de la foule, Étienne va prendre de la
consistance, s’arrondir, se gonfler jusqu’à devenir “un homme et qui pense,” et cela dans
la mesure où il va s’étonner, douter, s’interroger sur lui-même et le monde. (Déchiffré 9394)
Once Étienne has adequately reflected on the nature of being, and has also perceived and been
perceived by another, he becomes a thinking, fully-formed character. The steps of Étienne’s
development thus mirror the quest for knowledge that Descartes described four centuries earlier.
And yet, typical to Queneau’s incorporation of philosophical ideas, in rewriting material
from another text he also adds his own twist to the process, marking his own interests, beliefs,
and privileging his own reading of the source. As Simonnet puts it, “Queneau n’est pas
philosophe, mais romancier; il l’a affirmé à maintes reprises. Les idées philosophiques, il ne les
reprend jamais tout à fait à son compte. Pour les exposer, il s’en sert, les prend comme thèmes,
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les transpose dans un registre romanesque” (Notes 108). In order to leave his own cynical mark
on Descartes’s quest for knowledge, once the Observer Pierre Legrand has left the story and no
longer fulfills his role as observer, chaos again takes control and Étienne’s fully-formed persona
recedes. The novel then ends in a loop that brings it back to the beginning, as if to say, “Sorry,
try again.” Much the same can be said of Queneau’s own personal twist on Hegelo-Kojèvian
history in Les Fleurs bleues, where the wisdom required for Hegel’s End of History is never
reached and, at the novel’s end, the characters once again find themselves at the beginning.
Does this transference of philosophical themes into a new narrative qualify as a form of
translation? You will recall that Queneau’s stated inception for this project included a
“transcription” of Plato’s Parmenides. Let us now return to this wording: if transcription is
defined not only as an exact reproduction of what is written, but equally a reproduction in written
form that allows as a possibility “un système de notation différent, d’un autre code,” it is a
process we can relate to translation. After all, a literary translation is exactly this: a written
recreation in a different linguistic code. Both “translation” and “transcription” (and the French
“traduction”) are constructed from the same Latin preposition, “trans-”, which is the source of
our spatial metaphor for translation, meaning “across, over, beyond.” The difference between the
two only lies in the medium, where the Latin stem “scribere” is specific to written form. As
such, all forms of translation into writing are forms of transcription. That said, one sticking point
for those who do not see Le Chiendent as a translation of Descartes’s Discours lies in the fallacy
that a translation can have only one source text. As I have shown throughout these final chapters,
Queneau continuously sought to produce multiple layers of meaning, and in the production of
each of his works, he treated numerous texts and systems of meaning as sources for that single
target text. Perhaps this multiplicity of sources is the key element retained from the Parmenides,
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the question of unity versus plurality. If so, Queneau has sought to answer by forming a unity, a
single text, from a great number of sources, and has done so in such a way that they
simultaneously co-exist as one.
As to the inclusion of the Parmenides itself, it is notable that when Queneau mentioned
its inclusion as a source in “Écrit en 1937,” he described it as “une sorte de transcription du
Parménide” (BCL 18). This, in contrast to “transmutation,” which, as we saw in Chapter Five, he
used to describe the incorporation of scientific lexicon into poetry. 14 This to me seems an
conscious distinction, as it seems that what he borrowed from Plato’s text for use in Le
Chiendent was largely in the form of modified citations, and thus a small-scale translational
process. Catonné, Godard, and Simonnet seem to agree on this, although none of the three go
into extensive detail. For Catonné, when it comes to Plato, Queneau “s’approprie les pensées
pour les refiler à ses personnages […]” (Queneau 109). Simonnet goes slightly further. After
addressing the incorporation of themes from Descartes, he adds, “Par la suite les écrits de
Saturnin prennent une coloration nettement platonicienne et tournent à la parodie du Parménide
et du Sophiste” (Notes 44). And, while he largely sidesteps the question, he again affirms this
material presence of Plato’s work in contrast to Descartes’: “Si le Discours de la Méthode
(contrairement au Parménide et même au Phédon) n’apparaît pas sur le plan de la parodie
langagière, il reste très important comme hypotexte sur le plan du récit” (45). We must read this
“contrairement” as an indication that for Simonnet, the Parmenides is indeed materially present
in some form in Le Chiendent.
Finally, Godard pinpoints at least a few passages in Queneau’s novel that are to some
extent saturated with Platonian content. He notes the speech given by Ernestine to the wedding
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guests shortly before her death (Le Chiendent, ch. 5), as well as Saturnin’s dialog on “l’être et le
‘nonnête.’” As he sees it,
La démarche dialectique de Saturnin n’a rien à envier à celle qu’emploie Parménide pour
démontrer l’égale impossibilité de concevoir l’Un comme existant et comme inexistant.
Saturnin n’était pas seulement l’auteur présumé d’un début de traduction en néo-français
du Discours de la méthode. Cette libre paraphrase du Perménide se développe, elle, sur
deux pleines pages, qui plus est mises en évidence puisqu’elles forment la treizième section
du chapitre VI. (Godard in Œuvres II, 1460)
Further to this playful remodeled insertion from the Parmenides, Godard also notes a second
excised scene found in the Parerga which offers a different, expanded version of Pierre’s visit to
his brother, this time accompanied by Étienne and Narcense. This five-page conversation, largely
between Étienne and Pierre’s brother Michel, alternates topics between language, contemporary
mathematics (including a mention of Georg Cantor), and a metaphysics of existence (including a
mention of Hegel). Here, the content matter of Saturnin’s “nonnête” speech is extended to
include a wide range of mathematical and philosophical conundrums, some of them craftily
explained through butter metaphors. With all of this in mind, it is clear that if Descartes’s
Discours was a translational source for Le Chiendent, it was one of several, and thus the
incorporation of its systems into the target text creates a new set of interacting systems that, by
their correlative intermingling, produces something that is visibly new and decidedly other.
There is another angle for us to consider here, that of the “translation” of Descartes into
néo-français. Once again, the way Queneau expressed this in his 1962 conversation with
Charbonnier was his intent to “traduire le Discours de la Méthode en français parlé” (88). Critics
have as a result focused on the néo-français element in Le Chiendent, noting that while it is
indeed present, it does not specifically reflect Descartes’s words. As cited earlier, Queneau, in
reference to Descartes’s words, suggested that “quelque belle qu’en soit la langue, on peut dire
que ce n’était même pas du français parlé de son temps. On pourrait en faire du français parlé
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actuel” (88-89). While the focus has thus been on a modernization of Descartes’s actual word
choice, it is my contention that it is equally pertinent to consider the idea of modernization
without it being solely indicative of the Discours’s language.
As I discussed in Chapter Three, Queneau gave his opinion on what made a quality
translation by suggesting, “Une traduction de qualité, c’est le texte tel qu’il aurait été écrit dans
la langue B par l’auteur de l’original en langue A.” 15 This sentiment is directly applicable to the
above misconception, even without recourse to expanded notions of translation: Queneau says
nothing about the second text being written with the same language as the first, there is no
statement of preservation of an original or linguistic “fidelity.” Instead, he suggests that the new
text should be written in “language B” in the manner the original author would have written it,
had he wielded the target language tools to do so. Does this intimate that a twentieth-century
translation of Descartes must retain the words he employed in 1637? Absolutely not. Instead, it
suggests that the new text should be written in the target language, according to the dictates of
the project—in a Bermanian sense—and in a manner that would mirror what Descartes himself
might write if he had access to the idiolect selected for the project. How would Descartes write
his Discours de la méthode in 1932? For Queneau, that was largely the question at hand.
Hertich notes the similarity between the linguistic projects undertaken by both writers,
and further reflects upon the role of the reader in both situations. As he puts it, not only did both
authors “employ a specific narrative structure, the romantic quest, as a framework,” but “both
authors explicitly chose an unconventional language for their works, with the goal of attracting a
specific audience” (“Philosophers” 72). If Descartes’s text was to have a contemporary effect
and appeal in 1932, it needed to become something else, much in the way that Descartes felt his
original text needed to be something new in order to resonate with his readers in the seventeenth
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century. Hertich also points out that “Queneau’s néo-français is not simply a translation of
contemporary argotic French,” and yet he sees the linguistic parallel in the language employed
by the two writers, noting that “the best example of this ‘new’ rhetoric can be found in
Descartes’s decision to publish the Discours de la Méthode in French, an indisputable break with
the scholarly and Ciceronian-influenced texts of tradition” (“Philosophers” 73-4).
In also focusing on the place of the reader, Hertich sees a reception-oriented parallel in
the project goals from one text to another, and finds traces of this described in both Le Chiendent
and the Discours. He explains:
The protagonists of both texts, through an evolutionary narrative–or what they each call
une histoire–that outlines their individual development from common individuals to model
citizens, have been presented sympathetically. Furthermore, like the imagined readers of
Descartes’s Discours who “joignent le bon sens avec l’étude,” the readers of Le Chiendent
are described in the novel as “désireux de s’instruire, et avides de comprendre.”
(“Philosophers” 78)
By assigning a similar desire to the readers of both works, Hertich allows for the suggestion that
the translational process that posits Descartes as a source text to Le Chiendent also involves a
preservation of translational project, in that Queneau’s goals in bringing Descartes’s philosophy
to bear on his novel, whether overtly didactic or not, forge a parallel of intent on the part of the
two authors and lead to a possibility of modernized ingestion for the reader.
A further insight on these points can be found in Queneau’s preparatory notes for Le
Chiendent, which he referred to as the Parerga, from the Greek for “Appendices” and
“Omissions.” In this deleted scene, Saturnin, the concierge who throughout the novel claims to
be a writer, actually speaks on what it is to be a writer, and on what it is that he is working on:
Ah! si j’étais musicien! cinéaste! danseur! Je n’connais qu’les mots de la langue. Donc
j’écris. Quant à savoir ske chkouche noir sur blanc, ça c’est un autre tabac. Ce n’est pas de
l’imagination pure, du roman, du théâtre. Non, meussieu. C’est pas des vers non plus. C’est
pas de l’histoire ni de la géographie. C’est pas mes mémoires. C’est pas… Non, meussieu.
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C’est comme qui dirait une traduction. Oui. Je traduis le Discours de la méthode en argot.
(Œuvres II, 1250)
This first passage is quite interesting. What kind of literary project is this, exactly? It’s not purely
creative, it’s not fully a work of imagination. It’s not entirely a novel, either. Nor is it fully
poetry. Let us relate Saturnin’s statement to the origins of Le Chiendent. Queneau wasn’t a
believer in the inspiration of the muses, and if his project began as a large-scale translation of
Descartes’s Discours, or of another text, or of the Discours and another text, it is not entirely a
novel, in the general conception of how a novel is written. What is more, Queneau’s approach to
prose was a regulated construction that followed the internal logic of poetry. It was not poetry,
but not quite a novel. Instead, it was “comme qui dirait une traduction.” Yes, it’s what you might
refer to as a translation. Then, in hopes of offering something more concrete, more readily
conveyed, he focuses on the linguistic aspect, using terms a layman could better understand: it is
like a translation, or a transposition from French into argot.
The deleted scene does not end there. Saturnin’s interlocutor asks him, “Qu’est-ce que
c’est que ça le Discours de la méthode?”, to which Saturnin replies:
C’est un liv’ de Descartes où y a ce que c’est qu’la pensée et la manière de s’en servir.
Seulement, ça a été écrit y a longtemps; les gens qu’ont pas beaucoup d’éducation, y
peuvent plus comprendre c’langage. Alors je l’mets à la moderne d’façon que tout l’monde
comprenne. J’y mets même un peu d’argot et des calembours pour qu’ça soye amusant. Et
puis j’ai supprimé des trucs sans queue ni tête sur l’âme et sur dieu [sic] qui n’tiennent plus
d’bout. Dans l’ensemb’ ça fait cinq à six pages qui commencent par “Les gens sont pas si
cons qu’ils en ont l’air” et qui finit par “[laissé en blanc].” C’est pas que j’soye d’accord
avec ce philosophe [interrompu]. (Œuvres II, 1250)
This passage, excised from the published version of the novel, but perhaps revealing as to some
of Queneau’s initial aims, continues to address the linguistic side of the translation along the
lines of modernization. Yes, Descartes’s language was antiquated and many casual readers found
it difficult to follow in the twentieth century. So Saturnin plans to make it easier to understand by
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modernizing the language. But the process of modernization does not end there; much as
Queneau would have intended with his translational approach to the Discours, Saturnin wanted
people to enjoy the text and to find it amusing, so he set to adding slang and puns in order to
inject it with humor. And, of crucial importance, he modernized the philosophy itself, cutting
away aspects the atheist Queneau would have found dated and irrelevant, “des trucs sans queue
ni tête sur l’âme et sur dieu,” and focusing on what he found to still be relevant about Descartes’s
philosophy: what thought is, how it works, and how to make use of it. As Simonnet put it, “Si le
personnage d’Étienne est une symbolisation romanesque du cogito cartésien, celui de Saturnin
est le symbole du principe même d’une traduction du Discours de la Méthode, d’une
réconciliation de la philosophie et de la vie” (Déchiffré 109).

2.2 – Modernization in Translation: Descartes in the Twentieth Century
It is clear that Descartes’s Discours de la méthode was indeed a source text for Le Chiendent via
large-scale thematic and narrative translation. However, Queneau put his own spin on the
material he borrowed for his compositions, and what is more, his appropriation of the philosophy
of the Discours for use in Le Chiendent has also given rise to the question of modernization in
translation. How did this process work? Can one modernize a centuries-old philosophical treatise
by only updating the language used to convey its content? Critics such as Catonné claim that
Descartes’s thinking was replaced by that of other more contemporary philosophers. There
appears to be evidence to back this up, and yet it is my contention that instead of considering this
a replacement, an either/or proposition, it can instead be seen as part of the large-scale
translational process: if the goal was, as Saturnin put it in the Parerga, to “l’met[tre] à la
moderne d’façon que tout l’monde comprenne,” as well as to eliminate “des trucs sans queue ni
tête” that “n’tiennent plus d’bout,” there is clearly a focus here on updating the philosophy itself.
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For Catonné, whose monograph on Queneau focuses on the place of philosophy in his
fiction, the natural extension from Discours de la méthode is Descartes’s subsequent
philosophical work, Méditations métaphysiques (1641), in which he expands on the
philosophical system introduced in the final part of the Discours. As Catonné explains,
Mais plus qu’au Discours, c’est au Méditations qu’il faudrait se référer: le principal héro,
Étienne Marcel, simple silhouette anonyme échappée de la grisaille de milliers d’autres
anonymes semblables à lui-même, sans épaisseur ni intériorité, va progressivement
s’élever à l’existence pour devenir une personne prenant conscience du monde et d’ellemême par une étrange mutation qui n’est pas sans rappeler la démarche du sujet cartésien
dans les méditations I et II où, après avoir douté de tout, de l’existence de son corps comme
de celle de la réalité extérieure, celui-ci découvre enfin l’absolue certitude de son être en
tant qu’être pensant. (Queneau 150)
This is borne out by Queneau’s reading lists, as he notes as the third item on his reading list for
August 1932 both Discours de la méthode and Méditations. And, according to the “Chronologie
de la rédaction” reconstructed by Godard, “Les deux premiers chapitres du Chiendent (à la
réserve d’une section du premier) et la première moitié du troisième ont été écrits dans les îles
Cyclades, entre le 6 août et le 7 septembre 1932” (Œuvres II, 1445). By 6 November 1932,
Godard indicates that Queneau had written most of the way through Chapter 5, as well as having
gone back to complete the first chapter. Thus it is perfectly reasonable to assume that Queneau
could have worked from Descartes’s two texts as he wrote the foundational early chapters of Le
Chiendent, the first of which dives immediately into this philosophical theme of the narrative:
“La silhouette d’un homme se profila; simultanément, des milliers” (Œuvres II, 2).
And yet, modernization by four years is not quite what we’re looking for in terms of
updating the Discours. For Catonné, more than being a thematic and narrative recreation of the
quest undertaken by Descartes in his Discours or the meditations on knowledge that he expounds
upon in his Méditations, the philosophy at the root of Le Chiendent is that of the
phenomenologists of the late 1920s and early 1930s. More specifically, he suggests that “plus
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qu’à Descartes, c’est à la phénoménologie de Husserl qu’il faudrait se référer” (Queneau 151). In
1929, the German philosopher Edmund Husserl gave a series of four lectures at the Sorbonne in
Paris, which were expanded upon and published by Armand Colin in 1931 as Méditations
Cartésiennes: Introduction à la phénoménologie. This introduction to transcendental
phenomenology was not published in German during Husserl’s lifetime, but was instead first
published in Paris in a French translation by Gabrielle Pfeiffer and Emmanuel Levinas.
Husserl’s Cartesian Meditations can be seen as a modernizing extension of Descartes’s
own Méditations. Husserl explains in his introduction that Descartes’s method was already in its
day made up of “new impulses” that “acted quite directly on the transformation of an already
developing phenomenology into a new kind of transcendental philosophy” (1). The philosopher
points out the need to reassess what Descartes had written three centuries prior: “When we turn
to the content of the Meditations,” he writes, “so strange to us men of today […]” (3). But are
they relevant, he wonders? In the second section of his introduction, “The Necessity of a Radical
New Beginning of Philosophy,” he argues that Descartes no longer fits with contemporary
philosophy. “We ask now: It is really worthwhile to hunt for an eternal significance belonging to
these thoughts or to some clarifiable core that may be contained in them? Are they still such
thoughts as might infuse our times with living forces?” (4). Husserl expands on this:
In this unhappy present, is not our situation similar to the one encountered by Descartes in
his youth? If so, then is not this a fitting time to renew his radicalness, the radicalness of
the beginning philosopher: to subject to a Cartesian overthrow the immense philosophical
literature with its medley of great traditions, of comparatively serious new beginnings, of
stylish literary activity (which counts on “making an effect” but not on being studied), and
to begin with new meditationes de prima philosophia? Cannot the disconsolateness of our
philosophical position be traced back ultimately to the fact that the driving forces
emanating from the Meditations of Descartes have lost their original vitality—lost it
because the spirit that characterizes radicalness of philosophical self-responsibility has
been lost? (5-6)
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There is no mention in his journals to indicate that Queneau was present at the Sorbonne for the
four lectures given by Edmund Husserl on 23 and 25 February 1929. This is not to say for certain
that he did not attend, but due to the fact that his preserved dream journal of this period avoids
most any mention of daily life, and furthermore skips ahead from 1928 to 1931, it is very
difficult to know for certain.
We do know, however, that Queneau had read Levinas’s study L’Intuition chez Husserl
(1930) the year it was released, and he read Husserl’s work after it was published in French in
1931. This encounter must have seemed like a call to action for Queneau, a young writer trained
in philosophy. And it was truly a timely coincidence, as he read this early salvo on
phenomenology shortly before he formulated his idea to modernize French literary language
through the use of français parlé-écrit. In fact, the synchronicity was uncanny, as this linguistic
understanding dawned on him during his exposure to the quarrel between the Katharevousa and
the Demotic shortly after his arrival in Greece on 27 July 1932 (Lécureur 150); he wrote the
opening chapters on the novel between 6 August and 7 September 1932; and he notes having
read Husserl’s Méditations Cartésiennes for the first time during June and July of that same year.
Then, in August, after reading his first Faulkner novel (Sanctuary), and as he wrote the opening
chapters of his novel, he read Descartes’s Discours de la Méthode and Méditations, followed by
a second reading of Husserl’s Méditations Cartésiennes, and then Levinas’s book on Husserl.16
For both Simonnet and Catonné, the incorporation of these newly articulated
phenomenological theories into Le Chiendent is visible as an extension of Descartes’s method
within the novel itself. For Simonnet, “La méditation cartésienne d’Étienne sur l’apparence se
prolonge tout naturellement en réflexion sur l’être de ce qui apparaît. On voit ainsi, à travers la
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bouffonnerie romanesque, la phénoménologie déboucher tout naturellement sur l’ontologie […]”
(Déchiffré 100). Catonné, more focused on detailing the philosophical systems, expands on this:
Le Chiendent est un roman phénoménologique. Ce grossissement d’Étienne Marcel se fait
sous le regard d’un observateur apparemment neutre qui a sélectionné cette silhouette un
peu au hasard, puis, l’ayant remarquée, s’est attaché à elle pour la voir peu à peu s’enfler,
passer du simple profil à un début de consistance, épaisseur minime qui la fait passer de la
bidimensionnalité à un “rapide développement tridimensionnel” pour la métamorphoser en
un individu à part entière ayant l’aspect “d’un homme et qui pense.” C’est sous le regard
de cet autre qu’il devient ce qu’il est, sans le regard duquel il serait demeuré noyé dans la
foule, comme inexistant. (Queneau 151)
In Catonné’s opinion, this is one of the facets of an unmistakable incorporation of the newly
discovered Husserlian phenomenology into the narrative thread of Le Chiendent. I can posit
Husserl’s book as a further, separate source text from which Queneau has drawn systems via
large-scale translational processes during the composition of his novel, but I can also consider
Descartes’s Discours de la méthode and Méditations as having been subjected to temporal and
contextual transformation during the translation process, as both are accurate assertions. Thus,
while Queneau informed his readers in his “Écrit en 1937” that his first novel had begun with a
translation of Descartes, he was speaking in general terms, much as he had his character Saturnin
do in the deleted scene preserved in the Parerga. What he was writing wasn’t a novel, it wasn’t a
poem, it was “what you might refer to as a translation,” only the source text had been transmuted
as he went, once again along the lines of Pound’s Make it new!
And yet, the translational origin story of this novel does not end here. As Hertich points
out, Le Chiendent “is the sum of a variety of influences” (“Erratum” 210). In another brief essay
written thirty-seven years later, Queneau revised his statement on the genesis of the novel. One
of the texts he named as an alternate translation source for Le Chiendent will be the final step in
our examination of large-scale translational processes in the writings of Raymond Queneau.
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2.3 – Of Systems and Dimensions: Large-scale Serial Translation in Le Chiendent
Queneau did not only refer to the translational source texts for Le Chiendent in his 1937 essay
and during his interview with Charbonnier in 1962. Thirty-two years after “Écrit en 1937,” he
raised the question once more of his own volition. In “Errata,” originally published in the N.R.F.
in April 1969 and collected in Le Voyage en Grèce (1973), he once again addressed the origins
of his first novel. In doing so, he added the following new information:
Puis, le 5 août, nous nous embarquâmes pour Mykonos où nous louâmes une chambre chez
l’habitant. J’avais l’intention de “travailler” et je commençai la traduction de… Attention.
J’avais emporté avec moi quatre livres: le Discours de la Méthode de René Descartes, le
Traité du Désespoir de Kierkegaard (qui venait de paraître), Sanctuary de Faulkner (encore
inconnu et non traduit) et An Experiment with Time de Dunne. C’est ce dernier livre que,
sur le conseil de Jolas, j’avais l’intention de traduire. (Voyage 220)
First, it is interesting to note the connection here to Joyce via Eugene Jolas, as it is possible that
Joyce’s interest in An Experiment with Time may have influenced Queneau having read it or
deciding to work on it. In his autobiography, Jolas relates an anecdote about Joyce, pointing out
that the Irishman “was very much attracted by Dunne’s theory of serialism,” and Jolas “read to
him the author’s brilliant An Experiment with Time,” which “Joyce highly regarded” (167). This
recollection carries with it no date in Jolas’s book, but by the context of the other events in the
chapter, it seems to have taken place early in 1932, some months after the death of Joyce’s father
in December 1931, and thus prior to Queneau’s trip to Greece in late July. Queneau does not
note Jolas on the dated list of people he met, and neither Jolas nor his wife Maria are mentioned
in the journals themselves until 1939, but according to Jolas, he had met Raymond prior to his
leaving the Surrealist group in 1929 (81). Thus it is entirely possible that Joyce’s enthusiasm for
Dunne’s book, related to Queneau by Jolas, was at the root of Queneau’s interest in An
Experiment with Time.
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Regardless of how he discovered Dunne’s work, this last admission raises to at least three
the number of texts Queneau has named as being collectively involved in the origin of Le
Chiendent: works by Descartes, Plato, and Dunne. He does not comment in this particular essay
on the role played by Faulkner’s novel, although he does suggest that Kierkegaard’s book played
its part as well, as he in making his “selection,” he had to choose between it and the other
sources. I will however leave the role played by Sygdommen til Døden to another scholar. His
late admission continues:
C’est ce dernier livre que, sur le conseil de Jolas, j’avais l’intention de traduire. Je dus en
faire une vingtaine de pages. C’est cette traduction-là abandonnée qui se transforma en les
premières pages du Chiendent où l’on retrouve l’“observateur” dont Dunne fait usage pour
expliquer les rêves prémonitoires, l’empruntant à la théorie de la relativité. Sans doute,
avais-je en tête l’intérêt que présenterait une traduction en français contemporain du
Discours, mais je n’entrepris jamais réellement ce travail qui resta toujours à l’état de
projet. (Voyage 220-21)
On the surface, this contradiction is quite baffling, as we have already seen that Queneau did
incorporate thematic systems from Descartes into his composition. Is he suggesting that his
memory had been unclear five years after he wrote the novel, only for him to have remembered
what truly happened thirty-seven years later? Judging by the preserved drafts of the article, it was
clearly more of a thought-out revision on Queneau’s part. As Hertich points out in an article that
breaks down a confusing and often contradictory series of drafts of “Errata,” in the first full draft,
After setting the scene of his arrival in Greece, he writes: “et je commençai la traduction
de […],” a phrase that remains in the final version. Yet unlike the published version, which
reads “la traduction de… Attention,” in this first full draft after “de” is an illegible word,
followed by “Discours de la méthode,” all of which has been crossed out. If he is certain
that he did not translate Descartes’s Discours, why would he write it? (“Erratum” 209-10)
Indeed, the repeated inclusion of Descartes in the 1969 drafts, prior to it being replaced by
Dunne’s book in the published version of the essay, leads me to believe that both were source
texts for Queneau’s composition.
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Why, then, this sudden change in position by the author? This can be explained by
shifting interest patterns over the years. When Queneau first wrote about the genesis of Le
Chiendent, it was 1937, and he was still very interested in the metaphysical writings of René
Guénon, other Eastern philosophy, and numerology. Thus the first explanation is numerological
(“Technique du roman,” 1937):
C’est ainsi que le Chiendent se compose de 91 (7 x 13) sections, 91 étant la somme des
treize premiers nombres et sa « somme » étant 1, c’est donc à la fois le nombre de la mort
des êtres et celui de leur retour à l’existence, retour que je ne concevais alors que comme
la perpétuité irrésoluble du malheur sans espoir. En ce temps-là, je voyais dans 13 un
nombre bénéfique parce qu’il niait le bonheur; quant à 7, je le prenais, et puis le prends
encore comme image numérique de moi-même, puisque mon nom et mes deux prénoms se
composent chacun de sept lettres et que je suis né un 21 (3 x 7). (BCL 29)
The second explanation mentions Descartes, and focuses on néo-français (“Écrit en 1937”). In
1950, when he spoke to Ribemont-Dessaignes, he bound both of these explanations together
(“Conversations avec Georges Ribemont-Dessaignes,” BCL 35-46). But by the time he spoke to
Charbonnier in 1962, his explanation was entirely predicated on formal construction and
échafaudage, which he related to Joyce, Faulkner, and Conrad (Entretiens 50). This interview
took place two years after the foundation of the Oulipo, when mathematics and form were a
much greater focus for him and his colleagues, and by that point he had been long out of the
pseudo-spiritual period that Catonné describes as ending around 1941. 17 And yet, in the years
preceding his death in 1976, Queneau returned to a mode of spiritual anxiety and a renewed
interest in metaphysics. As Catonné describes these four periods (or two overlapping periods),
Le vrai Queneau serait ailleurs […] Bref, dans tout ce qui se rapporte, de près ou de loin,
aux deux grandes crises spirituelles qu’il a effectivement traversées. Un Queneau secret,
étranger à celui qu’ont connu ses amis, et qu’il aurait lui-même contribué à effacer à partir
de 1941, quitte à retrouver les traces de ce cheminement en 1968, au seuil du vieillissement.
(Queneau 110-111)
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Accordingly, these periods of intellectual and introspective focus modified how he chose to
present the genesis of his text. As to why he didn’t simply list off the various sources from the
beginning, Queneau was reluctant to overexplain, preferring to work with “échafaudages […]
qu’on enlève une fois que la construction est terminée” (Entretiens 50). Additionally, in the
opening paragraphs of “Errata,” he states that his choice of how to explain the genesis of Le
Chiendent had been a question of “selection.”
Referring to Agatha Christie’s detective Poirot, he suggests that when exposing facts, no
one can give every detail, but must instead delimit their choices through selection. And thus for
Queneau in 1937, since the focus was on néo-français, “je n’allais pas à ce propos citer Dunne
ou Kierkegaard, je devais faire une ‘sélection’” (Voyage 221). Then, by 1969, thirty-two years
after “Écrit en 1937,” his interest in néo-français had waned considerably. Its privileged place in
his work had receded in such a way as to allow a new focus on further information about the
“second sens” he had mentioned all those years ago, that relating to transcription or translation.
And so, by Queneau’s own ambiguous series of admissions, Le Chiendent did not begin
only as an attempt to mobilize néo-français within literary French writing, but it also had its
genesis in a translation project. Or, in two translation projects. Or perhaps in three of them, or
even five. Is it somehow possible to consider Le Chiendent to be a translation not only of
Descartes’s Discours de la méthode, but also of Dunne’s An Experiment with Time (1927), and
Plato’s Parmenides? Not to mention Faulkner’s Sanctuary (1931) or Kierkegaard’s Traité du
déespoir (1849)? I have already addressed the insertion of philosophical elements from
Descartes’s work into the novel, and it has been analyzed by Hertich and Catonné. Godard and
others have highlighted certain relationships between Le Chiendent and Plato’s Parmenides. I
have also previously discussed the place of Faulkner’s writing in Queneau’s career, and Queneau
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pinpointed the sort of formal borrowings that came out of this influence in “Technique du
roman,” from which we can intuit that, for lack of a concrete statement otherwise, the role of
Sanctuary was more in the conception of Le Chiendent’s structured organization, alongside
Joyce’s Ulysses. For Hertich, upon examining the various draft stages of “Errata,” this multisource model was reinforced:
Looking at these gradual modifications [to the drafts of “Errata”], one understands,
contrary to Queneau’s two ‘official’ versions of the novel’s genesis, that Le Chiendent did
not stem from one specific text. While some works—such as the Discours, Dunne’s An
Experiment with Time, or Plato’s Parmenides—are primary sources for Le Chiendent,
specifically influencing extended sections of text, others […] are only mentioned in
passing. The novel is the sum of a variety of influences, “une caisse de résonnance de toute
la littérature française,” just as we find in Queneau’s other works such as Les Enfants du
limon, Zazie dans le métro, or Les Fleurs bleues. (“Erratum” 210)
Without terming it as such, Hertich here comments on the artisanal composition of Queneau’s
writing as being an act of rewriting involving the rewriting of select systems from multiple
source texts. It is not in the purview of this chapter to investigate all of these sources, and yet it is
my belief that this seemingly outlandish premise is actually quite feasible. As this chapter has
shown, there is no limitation to the number of source texts he could work from during the
composition of a new text. Instead of attempting to compose a full working representation of a
source text, he focused on rewriting certain systems from each source within his target text.
Translation is a critical act that implies a choice on the part of the translator as to which of the
source text’s systems are to be privileged during the translation project. However, unlike when
he was working as a literary translator, during the composition of his own novels, there was no
need for him to represent as many of the systems of the source text as possible. Instead, he could
select those he saw as productive or interesting, and pair them with systems and elements from
other sources. This combinatorial process was at the root of his artisanal rewriting.
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Since a number of the philosophical sources for Le Chiendent have been closely
examined in previous scholarship, I will focus on the one example I feel to have been overlooked
by other scholars: John W. Dunne’s An Experiment with Time (1927). Despite the fact that
Queneau singled out this text in his final statement on the matter, it has only been cursorily
explored, or rejected out of hand as yet another aborted project. And still, Queneau did state that
it was a source for at least a first portion of Le Chiendent. This translation project, as he put it,
“se transforma en les premières pages du Chiendent où l’on retrouve l’‘observateur’” (Voyage
221). It is my contention that there was more to it than a few pages of abandoned translation and
a left-over “observer.”

2.4 – J. W. Dunne’s An Experiment with Time (1927)
John William Dunne (1875-1949) was a British aeronautic engineer, a soldier, and a philosopher.
His book An Experiment with Time was first published in 1927. As Gennady Barabtarlo explains,
Queneau was not the only writer impacted by An Experiment with Time:
Dunne’s book has gone through numerous editions, the best being the revised third,
published in 1934 with numerous reprints, of which Nabokov owned one. The book caused
considerable stir in scholarly philosophical circles and had an ideological influence on a
number of contemporary anglophone writers, notably Aldous Huxley and J.B. Priestley,
and perhaps less obviously on James Joyce, Walter de la Mare, and T.S. Eliot. (6)
While Queneau ascribes his original enthusiasm and decision to translate Dunne’s book to Jolas,
there is little doubt that even without the recommendation, An Experiment in Time would have
interested Queneau a great deal. The premise of the book fits very well with Queneau’s interests
in psychoanalysis, psychology, mathematics, and physics, as it is an attempt to employ physics
and contemporary time theory, in the wake of Bergson, Einstein, and general relativity, to prove
the possibility of precognitive dreaming. Queneau lists having read An Experiment with Time in
October 1932. Judging by the chronology determined by Godard, this must be when he finished
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the book, as there are traces of this source in the first chapters of Le Chiendent, which Godard’s
investigation of the drafts suggest having been written in August and September 1932.
J. W. Dunne’s first attempt to design an aircraft came in 1901, and it was a failure.
Shortly thereafter, reassured by his friend H. G. Wells, he made many tests, and eventually
developed a tailless swept wing “arrowhead” configuration. Between 1907 and 1913, he
developed a dozen different configurations, with a varying success rate. It is of course worth
noting the parallel: Queneau, at age thirteen, entered a seaplane design competition, with the
hopes of rivaling the design of the Blériot XI Hydroaeroplane, which Louis Blériot had used to
make the first flight across the English Channel in 1909. Preserved in the CDRQ in Verviers are
copies of the forty-page dossier of schematics and calculations the young Queneau developed for
the contest in March 1916. Perhaps, then, through his interest in aviation, he had been familiar
with J. W. Dunne for years prior to the publication of An Experiment with Time.

Fig. 6: Detail from “L’avion Queneau,” c. 1916. Centre de Documentation
Raymond Queneau (CDRQ), Verviers, Belgium. Classeur 52 bis, p.3.
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Dunne’s health led him to retire from his work in aviation around 1913, and in the years
that followed, he took up several literary projects, including An Experiment with Time and a
related sequel. His Experiment is comprised of six parts. The first section is made up of five
short chapters that deal with nomenclature, and position Dunne’s science with regard to other
works. The second section relates the origin of the experiment, a series of dreams Dunne had and
his initial reactions to them. Part Three describes the method developed by Dunne to record his
dreams: by following this method, according to Dunne, one would better be able to retain crucial
details, record them, and then train oneself to recognize them in waking life. In the lengthier Part
Four and Part Five, roughly half the book, Dunne first explains his understanding of “temporal
endurance” and “temporal flow,” and then breaks down his theory of “serial time.”
With what we know of Queneau’s interest in psychoanalysis and dream interpretation, it
is interesting that he seems to have focused primarily on the time theory in this work. In what has
been retained of his journals, he kept a dream diary with related interpretations from August
1928 to October 1931, and perhaps longer, as there are no journals available from that point until
1935. As Anne Clancier notes, Queneau had done the greater part of his readings of Freud
between 1921 and 1931 (Psychanalyse 16); Géhéniau lists sixteen different titles in her catalog
of Queneau’s reading, some of them read as many as three times. However, from the available
evidence, 1932 appears to have been a transitional period in his psychoanalytical interests, as
there is no trace of dream journals for this year, and, as Anne-Isabelle Queneau points out in a
footnote to his Journaux, he had taken on a professional analyst by 1933, first with an unknown
practitioner, then with his longer-term analyst, Mme Lowtzky (Journaux 354).
While Queneau seems to have focused on the science in Dunne’s book, at least one other
writer made use of it as well, focusing on the dream-recording method instead of the scientific
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explanation. It turns out that An Experiment with Time was a source text for Vladimir Nabokov, a
fact of which Paul Braffort informed me on 13 October 2017. In a strange coincidence, on 28
November 2017, Princeton University Press published Gennady Barabtarlo’s Insomniac Dreams:
Experiments with Time by Vladimir Nabokov, which details how methods explained by Dunne in
Part Three were employed by Nabokov in the writing of his final three novels, which include
Ada or Ardor (1969), Transparent Things (1972), and Look at the Harlequins! (1974). Perhaps
Braffort had learned about the coming book through a dream? In any case, it is also interesting to
note the antithetical manner in which the two writers made use of Dunne’s book. As Barabtarlo
details, between 14 October 1964 and 3 January 1965, the Russian conducted his own
experiment with Dunne’s method, carefully noting his dreams upon waking (1). 18 Certain of the
dreams recorded in this fashion appeared in his later novels, and it is apparent, especially in
Ada’s short fourth section, that he reflected a great deal on time and its place in the novel. As
Barabtarlo explains,
Nabokov’s records show clearly that at the beginning of the experiment he dutifully
followed [Dunne’s] rules, minding that the record be unaffected by interpretation,
something that he might have particularly liked about the whole thing, given that he held
nothing but contempt for Freud’s crude oneirology. (19-20)
I must of course note an initial difference between Queneau and Nabokov, that being the
Russian’s disdain for psychoanalysis and Freud. Further to this, and again unlike Queneau, it was
primarily the dream-recording method that Nabokov made use of, and not Dunne’s theory of
serial time. As Barabtarlo put it:
It is not unreasonable to assume that Nabokov turned the pages of the book’s second,
theoretical, part faster. The chapters that follow the dream puzzles and the experiment
précis […] now turn into a complex of applied algebraic formulas that use up much of the
Latin alphabet and are illustrated by drab diagrams. [Here, Barabtarlo cites a ten-line
sentence from Dunne] Even an earnest reader might feel, halfway through this serpentine
sentence, that his “cerebrum ceases its useful activity and disintegrates”—a marked
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difference from the previous mode of narration, especially the brisk and engaging
description of his strange dreams. (9-10)
The complexity and drabness Barabtarlo refer to might cause the same reaction in many nonmathematically inclined readers of a text such as Dunne’s. And yet it is precisely this sort of
scientific and mathematical work that would have thrilled Queneau: contemporary physics with
metaphysical implications. Whereas for Nabokov, this was a method and experiment meant to
allow him to better access his dreams as material for his writing. “Nabokov could not avoid
translating his vaguely previsionary dreams into the hyperobjective language of waking life”
(Barabtarlo 25). Time was of great interest to both writers, of course, as evidenced by these late
works by Nabokov as well as by Queneau novels such as Les Fleurs bleues. As Nabokov wrote
in Ada, within the fictional book authored by his character Van, “My purpose in writing my
Texture of Time, a difficult, delectable and blessed work, a work which I am about to place on
the dawning desk of the still-absent reader, is to purify my own notion of time. I wish to examine
the essence of Time, not its lapse, for I do not believe that its essence can be reduced to its lapse.
I wish to caress time” (Nabokov 536-37). Despite their different interests and the divergent
applications of this source text, it is interesting to know that Nabokov did in fact make use of this
same source text roughly thirty-five years after Queneau drew on it for Le Chiendent.
Jorge Luis Borges also showed an interest in Dunne’s work, publishing an essay in 1940
entitled “El tiempo y J. W. Dunne.” Having researched and written about the paradoxes and
mathematics of infinite series for several years by 1940 (for instance, essays such as “La
perpetua Carrera de Aquiles y la tortuga” (1929), “Avatares de la tortuga” (1939), and “La
biblioteca total” (1939)), he also incorporated these themes into his stories; in “El Aleph” (1945),
the Aleph itself, a point in space that contains all other points, is named not only for the first
letter of the Hebrew alphabet, but also for a term borrowed from German mathematician Georg
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Cantor (1845-1918), inventor of set theory (Mengenlehre) and the theorist of an “infinity of
infinities” (and the same mathematician mentioned by name in Le Chiendent). “La biblioteca de
Babel” (1941) also incorporates the thematic of the infinite series as well as providing the
quintessential backdrop for rewriters such as Queneau and Borges.
In “El tiempo y J. W. Dunne,” Borges indicates that he has read by this time not only An
Experiment with Time, but also what was in 1940 Dunne’s latest book, Nothing Dies (1940).
Borges is not as enthusiastic about Dunne’s work as either Queneau or Nabokov, although like
Queneau, he seems more curious about the mathematical side of Dunne’s books than the dreamretention methodology. In comparing Dunne’s infinite dimensions of time to earlier theories by
the likes of Gustav Spiller and Gottfried Leibniz, he finds Dunne’s method “simultaneously less
convincing and more ingenious” (218). The one interesting addition Borges discovers in these
later books offers a lovely image of the concept of combinatorial rewriting espoused by both
Borges and Queneau, albeit with Dunne’s own metaphysical twist: “Dunne assures us that in
death we shall finally learn how to handle eternity. We shall recover all the moments of our lives
and combine them as we please. God and our friends and Shakespeare will collaborate with us.
So splendid a thesis, makes any fallacy committed by the author insignificant” (219).

2.5 – Dunne, Serial Time, and the Serial Observer
J.W. Dunne first conducted a series of experiments following a method he developed which was
intended to allow him to better recall his dreams upon waking. He then brought in additional
subjects and taught them this method so as to acquire further results to study. Their results,
coupled with his own, convinced him that precognitive dreams were indeed a reality, and he set
about finding a way to explain them. For his theorization of time, Dunne drew from the leading
time theorists and physicists of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. He delved into
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contemporary psychology in order to address certain sensory systems of perception and
“psychical phenomena,” whereas in physics, he borrowed notions from Relativity. He refers to
work by a variety of mathematicians, physicists, and philosophers, including Einstein, Hermann
Minkowski, Henri Bergson, and C. H. Hinton. It is interesting to note that this same Charles
Hinton, a colleague of Edwin Abbott of Flatland fame, also wrote science-fiction in the late
nineteenth century, or what was referred to at the time as “scientific romances,” including “What
is the Fourth Dimension?” (1884), “A Plane World” (1886), and a sequel to Abbott’s Flatland
entitled, An Episode of Flatland or How a Plane Folk Discovered the Third Dimension (1907).
In these texts, Hinton used his theories of physics in his world- or universe-building, whereas it
is my contention that Queneau used Dunne’s notions thematically, but also in a manner more
related to the formal construction of his novel.
Dunne’s theory of time sets out with three principal beliefs. First, a four-dimensional
universe; second, a serial conception of time; and third, an observer operating within the frame
of reference. As to the four-dimensional universe, this Dunne drew from the work of the
relativists. From the outset, it is important to establish that these dimensions should not be
confused with the popular conception often given to the word “dimension”: in physics, a fourth
or fifth dimension is not a place to which one can travel, nor can one access it through
metaphysical means. Instead, in mathematics and physics, a dimension is quite simply a
description of the number of coordinates one needs to locate a given point. Typically, we think of
the world as physically existing in three dimensions, which Einstein referred to as length, depth,
and breadth. As Dunne explains, “A dimension is not a line. It is any way in which a thing can be
measured that is entirely different from all other ways. […] We find that, if we set about
measuring this in ways which appear to be each totally different from all others, these ways must
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appear [in a representation] to be each at right angles to all the others” (68). Accordingly, length
is a separate dimension from breadth and from depth, because it is possible for one to move
forward or backward along a length without moving through breadth or depth. The same holds
true for each of these ways of measurement. It is to these three dimensions that the Relativists
added the fourth dimension: Time. As P. Garrett Serviss explains in his The Einstein Theory of
Relativity (1923), it is difficult to conceive of time as dimension because we cannot see it.
However, “there you are mistaken in your fundamental idea—for in truth, you cannot see any of
the dimensions themselves, but you can see their effects as manifested by material objects” (68).
Mathematics adds to these four dimensions the possibility of further dimensions, as long as they
are in keeping with the principal that the events occurring within those dimensions need not
infringe upon other dimensions. Coincidentally—or perhaps not—the idea of higher dimensions
can be traced back to Descartes.
For us to perceive this movement within dimensions, there must be an observer. What’s
more, once the notion of direction has been added to the discussion, an observer becomes
integral, as generally speaking, direction is subjective. It is possible to state that a point is
moving along a straight line in one direction or another without moving up or down, but these
directions tend to be relative to the position of the observer. As Dunne explains, “The general
procedure in every science is to begin by the accurate tabulating of differences in what is
observed” (8). It is also worth noting that, like in Le Chiendent, for Dunne, the Observer begins
as a “normally constituted individual,” i.e. a person. “All sciences deal only with a standard
observer,” he writes, “unless the contrary is explicitly stated; and psychology is no exception to
this rule. Its observer is assumed to be any normally constituted individual” (8). And existing in
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four-dimensional space-time, this “normally constituted individual” must also be fourdimensional:
[…] as a disciple of science, I must assume, pending absolute proof to the contrary, that
precognition was scientifically possible, i.e., that the nature of Time allowed the observer
a four-dimensional outlook on the universe. That was eminently reasonable; for, if modern
science insisted upon the reality of its four-dimensional ‘space-time,’ it could not dispute
that observers in that world must be similarly four-dimensional. (Dunne 43)
A potential criticism of Queneau’s use of an observer character in this context is that, in the wake
of Einstein, physics has come to use the term “observer” in a non-individual manner that
repudiates agency. Instead, in Special Relativity, it refers to an “inertial reference frame,” or a
referential frame with no location.19 However, in explaining his theory of relativity, Einstein did
describe human observers, mobilizing scenarios involving a man looking out the window of a
train car, or an observer inside a frame of reference, equipped with some sort of observational
apparatus. Thus, Queneau’s human “Observer” in Le Chiendent was perfectly in keeping with
the understanding of his time.
In developing a theory of time that would help to explain his experiences of precognitive
dreaming, Dunne set about examining time itself. His dream experiments complete, he sought to
develop a theory to explain them, starting from the Relativist notion of a four-dimensional
universe, in which time was the fourth dimension. From the observations that “neither the past
nor the future [is] observable,” and that “[a]ll observable phenomena l[ie] in a field situated at a
unique ‘instant’ in the Time length—an instant dividing the past from the future—which instant
[is] called ‘the present,’” Dunne extrapolated two hypotheses: the present seemed to move along
the time length, and behind that, there was “another Time, and not the Time stretch over which
the passage of the ‘present’ field was supposed to take place” (65). This “Time behind Time,” he
concluded, “is the legitimate consequence of […] a movement through Time’s length. For motion
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in Time must be timeable. […] But the Time which times that movement is another Time. And
the ‘passage’ of that Time must be timeable by a third Time. And so on ad infinitum” (65-6).
Accordingly, from these observations, Dunne posited a potentially infinite series of time-frames
stacked up one within another like Russian dolls, in which the time it takes to move at variable
speeds across the time-line of the first Time is the time-line of the second, and the time it takes to
move at variable speed across that second time-line is the Time of the third, and on from there
into eternity.
For Dunne, positioning Time as a fourth dimension incited further reflection. He then
noted that all observed phenomena belong to one of two types. “There are those which appear to
be merely separated in Space, and those which appear to be ‘successive.’ This was a fundamental
stumbling block: although we can perceive phenomena moving in two directions through the
three physical dimensions, we only perceive time as moving in a single direction. To explain
this, he drew on Hinton’s theories and suggested that it is the present moment that moves across
the time-length, and our attention as observers is bound to this present instant. He made use of
the following diagram to illustrate his point:

Fig. 7: John W. Dunne’s “Figure 1” from An Experiment with Time,
3rd edition revised, 1934. Reprinted by Hampton Roads, 2001, p. 69.
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As one would expect, in representing more than two dimensions on a sheet of paper, we run into
problems. However, Dunne explains this away by suggesting we imagine there is a third line
“standing out at right angles to the plane of the paper (here, the dotted line AB), and that for
further dimensions, there are lines “extending at right angles to the other three” (68). Regardless,
all that is necessary to display this initial conception is a two-dimensional illustration. As such,
the “dimension indicator” in the bottom-left corner shows space extending in two directions, and
time moving in one, to the right.
Thus in this first diagram, “the full lines,” C-D-E-F-G-H, “represent material threads
extending (enduring) in Time.” Any point on these lines is at a given position in space. Line AB,
which runs vertically, is moving “straight along the Time dimension” (69), which runs left to
right. This is a two-dimensional recreation of Hinton’s theory of time-space, where, as AB moves
through time from left to right, the points at which it intersects lines C through H would appear
to be moving up and down, towards A or B. Dunne explains:
A creature whose field of observation was thus limited to AB would be aware, therefore,
of a little world of moving particles [seeing the individual points in lines C through H one
at a time as they appeared before him]. But you and I, whose field of observation covers
the whole diagram, perceive that the actual bits of the full lines intersected do not really
move about on the page: what happens is merely that the sectional views of the lines move
as our eyes follow the movement of AB. And the only thing which seems to us really to
move over the page is the line AB. (70)
This is the starting place of Dunne’s theory, wherein “a being who could see Time’s extension as
well as that of Space would regard the particles of our three-dimensional world as merely
sectional views of fixed material threads extending in a fourth dimension,” and only “the field of
observation which we call the ‘present moment’ would move” (70). In response to further
complications that arose in this model, Dunne turned to work by Einstein and Arthur Eddington,
ultimately rejecting one of the fundamental notions from Hinton’s work, which, in Special
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Relativity, would suggest that a three-dimensional field of observation (observer) was itself
moving across a four dimensional system.20
Dunne’s next line of questioning addresses a problem arising from the perception-point
of this present moment. This is shown in the first diagram as line AB, which moves from left to
right across the diagram. If we are to consider concepts such as the past and the future, the
movement of this line from left to right would lead us to believe that as time passes, the physical
phenomena in space are growing. And that, indeed, is what we would experience with a worldview compatible with that shown in Figure 2. In this problematic model, following the field of
present-time observation, the observer has seen the past, but cannot see the future. As the line AB
moves through time to the right, the world-lines to the left of it must then grow, in such that the
model would lead to the erroneous assumption that “these extended objects must be conceived as
being perpetually added to by a process of creation” (Dunne 76).

Fig. 8: John W. Dunne’s “Figure 2” from An Experiment with Time,
3rd edition revised, 1934. Reprinted by Hampton Roads, 2001, p. 75.

As you can see from Figure 2, if line AB moves to the right, which is the only direction it can
move, there is nothing to the right of it for it to encounter. Accordingly, it must generate what is
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to come for lines C through H as it goes. The problem is clear: this would be suggesting that
moving through time creates space, which cannot be the case. This caused Dunne to continue his
theorization, which led to his notion of Serial Time.
In response to the illogical question of the growth of past events, philosopher H. Wildon
Carr suggested that the elements grow “as a train of past events being called ‘Memory’” (Dunne
78). This same disconnect led Henri Bergson to believe that future events do not exist in any
form, leading to his stance on free will (Dunne 78). However, for Dunne, this “introduces the
totally unnecessary hypothesis of continual creation out of nothing, in addition to extention in a
fourth dimension” (78). Instead, Dunne conceives of what he calls “Serial Time,” constructed
from the previously mentioned notion of Time that passes, the Time it takes to measure that
Time, and so on:
Dunne’s working hypothesis is that Time should be perceived as a series of new
dimensions, or layers, ever unfolding before the mind of an observer into a receding mental
vista: time that times the passage of Time, measures it to infinity. The system resembles
the Chinese-boxes principle: every “time” is contained in a larger time that times its
progress. (Barabtarlo 15)
To complicate matters, allowing for further iterations of time adds the need for further iterations
of the Observer, or the Serial Observer, since in Relativity, as Dunne puts it, only an Observer
can pin down a frame of reference. In compensating, his diagrams take on a more complex form.
In his model of serial time, the diagram must be a “working model,” by which he intends that it
must show “its states in succession,” or in a series of time-moments. In Figure 6, line CD
represents the field of presentation viewed by the observer, i.e. the observer’s attention. The
wavy lines between A and A´ represent “ ‘past,’ ‘present,’ and ‘future’ states […]” which “will
together give us a band of wavy lines enduring (extending) in Time” (Dunne 84).
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Fig 9: John W. Dunne’s “Figure 6” from An Experiment with Time,
3rd edition revised, 1934. Reprinted by Hampton Roads, 2001, p. 85

Beside the visible difference in the events, I must point out in this example the nature of the
dotted line CD. In the previous examples, the line AB represented a conception of the present
moment moving along the time length. In Figure 6, CD denotes the attention of the observer at a
given moment. It represents a snapshot, a single moment of fixed attention at a given point on
the time-length. And due to the right-facing arrow on the T in the dimension indicator, we know
that this observed snapshot is traveling along the T[ime] axis toward A´. With this working
model, the line CD is thus “a field of presentation. Events are being presented in succession
within that field. And the interesction points between that travelling field and the wavy lines are
moving up and down within the field, providing for the observer effects of ordinary spatial
motion” (85-86).
The problem once again lies in the fact that in such a description, the observer must be
regarded as three-dimensional. “Those dimensions in which his attention can move to-and-fro
appear to him, therefore, to be at right angles to that Time dimension. Whatever dimension, then
in our diagrams, actually determines, for the observer moving therein, that order of successive
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experience, is that observer’s true dimension” (86). For Dunne, however, the confusion is
countered by the notion that for the observer who experiences these events in sequence,
the dimension which thus determines the order of his successive experiences is the
dimension moved over by the field. The to-and-fro movements of his attention are confined
to the three spatial dimensions at right angles to that Time. So he is an entity whose capacity
for such observation is three-dimensional. […] Whether he has, or has not, in other
capacities, extensions in other dimensions is immaterial […] As an observer he is threedimensional. (86)
This observer can observe three spatial dimensions, but is not free to move backwards along the
timeline. And thus while he exists in four dimensions, he only observes in three dimensions, as
he can see none of the time-axis other than the present moment of the field of presentation.
Where the seriality of this representation of observed Time comes in is due to the fact
that the observing entity—the observer with the presentation field CD—travels at variable
speeds, and these speeds must be something that can be described “in terms of Time taken per
distance traversed” (87). As Dunne points out, the distance traveled by the observational field is
along the Time dimension, the time-line belonging to the events observed in three-dimensional
space-time. Accordingly, there is a second dimension of Time that is not shown on the diagram,
that which it takes for the observer to travel across distance. Dunne’s simply adds the numeral
“1” after the T on the dimension indicator, to show that the one depicted is T1, which allows
another Time, the one which times the movements of CD, to be T2. He then explains the
relationship between the two: “In relation to Time 2, Time 1 is, theoretically, akin to any of the
three ‘ordinary’ dimensions of Space. Instead of a four-dimensional world in which the fourth
dimension is Time, we have now a five-dimensional world in which the fifth dimension plays
that insecure role” (88). This, in turn, leads to the necessity of an Observer 2, whose field of
presentation travels along Time 2, and for whom the Time 2 present-moment then determines the
present-moment of Time 1 (90). The Observer of the Time it takes to observe Time 2 is thus a
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four-dimensional observer in a four-dimensional world with a four-dimensional field of
presentation, and the Time it takes to time him traveling through the fifth-dimension becomes
Time 3, calling for an Observer 3, and on into infinity.
Dunne continues with further explanations and increasingly complex diagrams that
append diagonal lines, dotted lines, and single points indicating yet further dimensions moving
away at unimaginable right angles from the spatial and temporal dimensions already pictured.
The above description, however, encapsulates his overall conception of the n-dimensional spacetime of his Serial Time and Observer. He ties this theorization to back to precognitive dreaming
by suggesting that while typically, our brain is bound by the three-dimensional world it can
observe, that does not mean it only sees that on which its attention is focused. As to the
difference between sleeping and waking hours, he posits that in waking moments, Observer 2
follows the focus of Observer 1. But, he also asks, “[W]hat if there is no focus of attention in
field 1? What if field 1 becomes, as in deep sleep, a blank, owing to the passivity of the
cerebrum?” In that case, “when Observer 2 finds nothing to attend to in field 1, his attention will
wander elsewhere […] [S]uch wanderings of attention will account for all the commonly
recognized phenomena of dreams […]” (99). Since the higher-order observer, Observer 2, is
observing in Time 2 and in Presentation Field 2, he can see the entire timeline that Observer 1
moves through as he observes the Spatial Dimensions. This means instead of seeing individual
points of insersection, such as in Figure 1 or Figure 6, he can observe the entire diagram the
same way we can on the page before us. And since, as Dunne reminds us, “this higher-order
observer […] is merely your ordinary everyday self,” (102), as Observer 2, we have observed
events that occur to the right of line AB in Figure 1, and to the right of line CD in Figure 6. Since
he does not experience them in a series the same way Observer 1 does as he passes through them
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along the T axis, when Observer 2 logs these events as memory, they are out of order, and they
reflect past and future with no present. Which, for Dunne, is how it is possible to experience in
dreams events and perceptions that happen further down our (waking) observable timeline.

2.6 – Le Chiendent: An Experiment with Time
Other scholars have commented on the modified genesis Queneau gave for Le Chiendent in his
1969 article “Errata,” including Hertich’s article breaking down the multiple drafts of the essay.
And yet, while several have worked through Queneau’s novel to determine the role works such
as Descartes’s Discours de la méthode, Husserl’s Méditations Cartésiennes, or Plato’s
Parmenides played in its composition, they have unanimously dismissed An Experiment with
Time as a potential source text, suggesting that unlike these other “abandoned” texts, all Queneau
introduced into Le Chiendent was his descriptor for Pierre Le Grand, “L’observateur.”
For example, in the appendices and variants Godard compiled for Œuvres complètes II,
there are a wide range of philosophical readings, genetics, variants, and notes appended to the
novel, but he still passes quite quickly over Dunne’s work. In discussing the revelations made in
“Errata,” he writes,
L’autre traduction, d’un ouvrage anglais cette fois, qu’il lui substitue alors comme point de
départ, lui aussi abandonné par la suite au profit du roman, n’est pas plus étayée. Les vingt
pages de traduction alléguées n’ont pas été retrouvées. Dans les premières pages de An
Experiment with Time de J. W. Dunne, il est bien question d’un “observateur,” mais de
phénomènes qui se situent dans le temps, non dans l’espace, et avec une insistance sur son
impuissance à prendre aucune initiative. Si l’observateur-manipulateur du Chiendent,
Pierre Le Grand, est né de cet anonyme, c’est par un retournement plus important en luimême que la donnée initiale. (1445-46)
First off, Godard insists on the fact that the twenty pages of translation have never been found. In
my opinion, he is being overly specific with his notion of translation. If we recall Saturnin’s
words from the deleted scene we previously discussed, which was published in the very
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appendices Godard edited, he said that what he was working on was “comme qui dirait une
traduction,” which he hoped to “l’met[tre] à la moderne d’façon que tout l’monde comprenne”
(Œuvres II, 1250). Of course, it’s risky to put words spoken by a character into the mouth of the
author, but it seems very unlikely that this isn’t at least somewhat related to the genesis of the
novel, given Queneau’s repeated statements that it was. While he was intentionally ambiguous in
his comments, what he did not say was that he had begun a traditional translation project, and
then set it aside and begun a novel. From the outset, it was clear that was not the case. In “Écrit
en 1937,” he states that the best way he saw to “affirmer cette nouvelle langue” of français
parlé-écrit was to “rédiger en français parlé quelque dissertation philosophique; et, comme
j’avais emporté avec moi le Discours de la Méthode, de le traduire dans ce français parlé” (BCL
18). If this had been the genesis of the plan, however, he quickly admits that he did not set about
a literary translation project, and instead, he more or less echoes Saturnin’s speech: “C’est avec
cette idée en tête que je me mis à écrire ‘quelque chose’ qui devint un roman devant plus tard
s’intituler Le Chiendent” (18).
If the initial translation project became “something” else, why should we expect to find
original pages left over? That would indicate two separate projects. Godard at one point suggests
that only one line of the Descartes translation remains in the novel, and here he suggests that
none of the twenty pages of this “alleged” translation have been found. This, I argue, is because
they are in the novel. Written and rewritten and rewritten again, Queneau’s artisanal process of
rewriting has blended the systems borrowed from these texts within his own composition. I don’t
believe he ever set about producing a “faithful” literary translation of either of these works, or at
least not for this project. Instead, he set about using these books as source texts, employing largescale translation to “write” (he chooses the word “rédiger” over “traduire”) a new book through a
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series of combinatorial acts. His book did allow him to get across what he intended to share with
his readers. It is dense with modernized philosophical ideas borrowed from the work of other
thinkers, and it incorporates elements of néo-français.
How, then, did Queneau translate Dunne’s work into his novel? In my belief, it was in the
same way that he incorporated systems from the works of other writers: via a process of largescale generalized translation. He did not want to maintain or even paraphrase Dunne’s wording,
nor his “complex of applied algebraic formulas that use up much of the Latin alphabet” or his
“drab diagrams,” as Barabtarlo put it, but the concepts behind them: Dunne’s philosophy, his
metaphysics, and his science. And, by focusing on the meaning and operation of these systems,
and then incorporating them into a novel rife with other sources and composed in his own
particular idiolect, these systems took on a life of their own in a new context, separate from the
manner in which they had signified in Dunne’s metaphysical work of time theory.
There are several concepts presented in Dunne’s book that I believe Queneau has
rewritten in Le Chiendent: those of the Serial Observer and Serial Time, and, more generally, the
possibility of precognition Dunne explained by way of the first two. These were lofty goals for a
young author, but it is often in a first novel that writers try to break the mold, attempting to do
something new and bold that will stand out. It is also clear that he had carefully planned out the
novel early in the writing process; I will soon present some of the schemata he developed during
its composition. And yet he also announced this fact in “Technique du roman.” In that 1937
essay, shortly after his oft-cited line, “n’importe qui peut pousser devant lui comme un troupeau
d’oies […]” (BCL 27), he states his belief in writing carefully organized and structured novels. In
describing this practice, he refers to it as “une technique consciente du roman” (28). It was in
part this deliberate and conscious pre-planning through which he recreated systems from An
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Experiment with Time, regardless of whether or not they are difficult for a reader to notice amidst
the chaos created by multi-source combinatorial rewriting.

2.7 – Le Chiendent: The Serial Observer in Serial Time
In his rejection of Dunne’s book as a source text for Le Chiendent, Henri Godard argues that in
An Experiment with Time, “il est bien question d’un ‘observateur,’ mais de phénomènes qui se
situent dans le temps, non dans l’espace” (1446). This statement is deeply flawed, as the
construction of a novel involves both space and time. Yes, in a novel, characters move about in
space, in three dimensions, but the narrative of a novel must also take place in time. This is
something of which Queneau was very aware, as in many of his novels, the manipulation of time
is a central concern. This is visible in his penchant for cyclical endings, similar to Nietzsche’s
“Eternal Return,” and his thematic investigations of Hegel’s “End of History.” Another clear-cut
example can be found in Les Fleurs bleues, in which the Duke d’Auge moves forward in time at
intervals of 175 years, while in his chapters, Cidrolin awaits him in 1968. The construction of
time in fiction is far more complicated than Godard’s comment suggests, and on a number of
levels. As Barabtarlo puts it in his discussion of Nabokov,
Time in fiction is not mere chronology that ought to be monitored. It is rather a most
difficult, deliberate verbal production of the effects of time passing, jumping, bucking,
crawling, elapsing, warping, forking, reversing that we experience but can never quite get
accustomed to in the course of a life. A better term for a “novel” would be something like
chronopoeia, a time-craft in writing, compositional time-management, the taming of time.
(160)
I suspect that Queneau would have appreciated this sentiment, with his technique consciente du
roman and his goal to write prose fiction that functions in a manner similar to poetry. And,
although Mikhail Bakhtin’s work was not translated into French until very late in Queneau’s life,
Gallimard did publish the Russian thinker’s Esthétique et théorie du roman in 1978 in their
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“Bibliothèque des idées” series, having first published his work in translation in 1970. Bakhtin’s
theory of the chronotope would have almost certainly interested Queneau, and can shed further
light on his conception of literary time. For example, Bakhtin writes,
Dans le chronotope de l’art littéraire a lieu la fusion des indices spatiaux et temporels en
un tout intelligible et concret. Ici, le temps se condense, devient compact, visible pour l’art,
tandis que l’espace s’intensifie, s’engouffre dans le mouvement du temps, du sujet, de
l’Histoire. Les indices du temps se découvrent dans l’espace, celui-ci est perçu et mesuré
d’après le temps. Cette intersection des séries et cette fusion des indices caractérisent,
précisément, le chronotope de l’art littéraire. (Esthétique 237-38)
This relationship between time and space in fiction is evident in Queneau’s work from Le
Chiendent forward, and not coincidentally, in the wake of Einstein, Bakhtin’s theorization of and
Queneau’s experimentation with these notions took place during the same period, as Bakhtin
originally wrote his essay in 1937-1938, just four years after the publication of Le Chiendent.
Another fine coincidence can be found in the fact that Bakhtin chose the work of Queneau’s hero
François Rabelais as one of the case studies for his book. However, despite the concurrence of
their work, while time was clearly a central concern in literary theory during this period, it was
through the writing of Dunne in particular that Queneau set to exploring the possibilities of
representing new developments in the physics of time. And while Queneau, Nabokov, and
Borges all found different aspects of Dunne’s work interesting, the exploration of time and
experimentation with its literary possibilities was a noticeable feature in the writing of all three.
Let us begin with the Serial Observer in Serial Time, as Queneau has left this as an
obvious hint in Le Chiendent for his readers to find. He sets about establishing conceptual
dimensions in his opening sentence: “La silhouette d’un homme se profila; simultanément, des
milliers” (Œuvres II, 1). The protagonist Étienne Marcel is introduced in this way, nameless, and
appearing in two dimensions: a silhouette, seen (obviously) in profile. In the second paragraph,
the observer appears, although he is not yet given that name either: at first, he is simply “l’autre.”
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“L’autre referma les yeux pendant quelques instants et, lorsqu’il les ouvrit de nouveau, la
silhouette disparut emporté par le métro” (1). He is outside of the bank, where Étienne has just
finished his day of work, and he has perceived Étienne, one detail among many in the crowd.
“Depuis des années, ce même instant se répétait identique, chaque jour, samedi, dimanche et
jours de fête exceptés. Lui n’avait rien à voir avec tout ça. Il ne travaillait pas, mais il avait
accoutumé de venir là entre 5 et 8 heures, immobile. Parfois, il étendait la main et saisissait
quelque chose; ainsi ce jour-là, une silhouette” (1). In this passage, Queneau has slipped in two
homophones to accentuate the role of the observer: “rien à voir,” meaning both “to have nothing
to do with,” but also more literally, “nothing to see”; and “il saisissait quelque chose,” which can
mean “to grab or grasp something,” but also “to understand, to comprehend, to receive.”
On the next day, we pick up with “l’autre,” who is still observing events and details. He
notices the silhouette leave the bank again, or, “se detach[er] du mur,” which is how a twodimensional silhouette must clearly leave not a bank but a wall. He also observes some shoes
that are worn down at the heel, and “brusquement, il aperçut une civilisation de souliers éculés,
une culture de talons ébréchés, une symphonie de daim et de box-calf s’amincissant jusqu’à
l’épaisseur remarquablement minime des nappes en papier des restaurants” (4). Instead of the
two flat heels in front of him, the Other sees many, many such shoes, many more than one could
observe at one time in a café, and Queneau also manages to reinforce the lexical field of the flat
and thin. Later, the Silhouette arrives home. Or instead, still two-dimensional, he “réapparut à la
petite porte grinçante de la villa mi-construite. On ne pouvait dire que ce fût une matérialisation;
strictement bidimensionnelle, elle ne méritait pas un aussi gros mot” (5).
We continue to move through time, as readers, following the action of this twodimensional figure, and Queneau reminds us constantly that this is taking place within time, as if
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reminding us that it is our attention, the field of presentation, that is moving along the Time axis:
“Vers les 2 heures, dans le restaurant désert, encore empuanti, quelques serveuses grasses
s’épongeaient les aisselles. Vers les 3 heures, la silhouette se moucha; vers les 4 heures, elle
cracha; vers les cinq heures, elle fit une courbette; vers les 5 h 50, elle entendait déjà grincer la
petite porte de la villa étêtée” (6). Meanwhile, the Other is still observing, and what he perceives
are events that take place in space. Queneau makes certain that his reader notices this fact as
well: “Au sud-ouest, un couple se couplait devant un raphaël-citron. Au sud-sud-ouest, une dame
seule; au sud-sud-est, une autre dame seule. Au sud-est, une table très exceptionnellement vide.
Au zénith, un nuage; au nadir, un mégot” (6). By adding the zenith and the nadir to the cardinal
directions, Queneau has affirmed that the Other observes in three dimensions.
Then, at six o’clock, things began to change. As the Observer observes, the Silhouette
stops before a shop window and sees two little ducks floating in a waterproof hat full of water.
“Cette distraction de la silhouette eut sur elle un effet immédiat qui n’échappa point à
l’observateur; elle [the Silhouette] acquit une certaine épaisseur et devint un être plat. […]
Quelque chose avait changé” (6). “L’autre” has become “l’observateur,” and “La Silhouette” has
become “un être plat”: his transformation from two-dimensional to three-dimensional is
underway. Later, as the observer waits for the être plat to leave work, Queneau again marks out
where he is situated in space time, including sud, nadir, zenith, and demonstrates that he is
observing in time, “Enfin, une, deux, trois gouttes d’eau s’écroulent sur l’asphalte. […] Quatre,
cinq, six gouttes d’eau” (10). The Observer observes events in a series as his field of presentation
moves along the Time axis. And in fact, during the course of these banal observations, Queneau
slips in a line that can be read to describe the frustration of being limited to observation at the
present moment’s field of presentation. As people around him discuss the weather, the Observer
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muses: “L’observateur laisse parvenir jusqu’à lui ces paroles vaines qui ne disent rien d’autre
que la vérité; il constate avec amertume que ces banalités correspondent parfaitement à la réalité.
La réalité présente n’en demanderait-elle pas plus” (10, my emphasis).
Queneau continues to develop and expand on his series of dimensions, with gentle
suggestions that are reminiscent of Dunne’s discussions of time and observation, narration
packed with observation, and markers of time and space. For instance, “[…] et si tu regardes
cette femme, tu vas manquer l’omnibus. L’être plat ne rate que le semi-direct; l’omnibus attend
encore. L’y voilà. Ici, plus d’habitudes, les figures ne sont plus les mêmes, les voyageurs de 7
heures forment un monde qu’ignorent les voyageurs de 6 heures” (11), etc. The Observer then
witnesses the further growth of the être plat, as “[a]u lieu d’être découpé comme un soldat
d’étain, ses contours s’adoucissent. Il se gonfle doucement. Il mûrit. L’observateur le distingue
fort bien, mais n’en aperçoit aucune raison extérieure. Il a maintenant en face de lui un être doué
de quelque consistance. Il constate avec intérêt que cet être doué de quelque réalité a les traits
légèrement convulsés. Que peut-il se passer?” (11). In this description, there is another
homophonic lexical choice that echoes Dunne’s Figure 6: the “traits convulsés,” on the surface,
signifies the être plat’s facial features, but a “trait” can also simply mean “a line,” echoing the
“squiggly lines” the Field of Presentation passes over as it moves along the Time axis. Shortly
thereafter, a young man on the train “regarde fixement defiler le paysage,” recalling Einstein’s
description of the Observer; then, a second train passes their own, “sa vitesse est d’ailleurs
réduite. Il doit y avoir un accident” (12). No explanation of this possible accident is given, but
the reference echoes Einstein’s example of two trains and a lightning strike. It is quite possible
that the otherwise unmotivated storm could have had a hand in this train delay. What’s more,
Queneau homophonically keeps time in evidence by repeatedly describing the stormy weather

464

with the constant use of the word “temps” by members of the commuting hordes. Here, “le temps
[…] lourd et orageux” keeps us within a lexical field that is well-suited to discussion of the
weight and complexity of “le temps” (“time”). Shortly thereafter, Théo, the son of the être plat,
doing his homework, reminds the reader once more of Dunne’s diagrams, as he tries to “retenir si
l’abscisse c’était la verticale, et l’ordonnée l’horizontale” (14): the abscissa and the ordinate are
of course the first two points on a Cartesian coordinate plane. Subtle reminders like these keep
Dunne, time, and observation at the forefront as Queneau waits to bring in further dimensions.
Eventually, Queneau names the Observer: Pierre Le Grand. 21 And the être plat continues
his focus-based progression from two-dimensional space to the three-dimensional space. First,
“il n’avait pour ainsi dire que le minimum d’épaisseur permis à un bimane, encore que celui qui
l’eût vu seulement quelques jours d’auparavant eût été étonné de son rapide développement
tridimensionnel” (19). He is then the “être de moindre réalité” (19), and, shortly before the end
of the first chapter, he becomes Étienne Marcel. The initial dimensions are signaled as being
fully established in the second chapter during a conversation between Le Grand and Narcense:
—Et alors, Le Grand, cet homme que vous observiez, qu’est-il devenu?
—Il est devenu quelqu’un.
—Et avant?
—Avant, c’était un être plat.
—Réellement? fit doucement Narcense. […]
—Il était tout à l’heure avec moi au restaurant, dit Pierre. Il pensait qu’il y avait quelque
chose de remarquable à remarquer – si j’ose dire – dans cet infâme endroit. Je n’ai rien
remarqué, mais je vous ai vu. Je lui ai dit que, tous deux, vous alliez bientôt vous connaître.
—Prophète?
—Agitateur, il me suffirait de vous présenter. (50)
Étienne gradually fills out, shifting from a three-dimensional character (two of space and one of
time) who does not observe what is in front of him to a four-dimensional character (three of
space and one of time) who does. It is possible to read this as depicting the beginning of
Descartes’s path to intellectual fulfilment, or that of Husserl’s phenomenological approach.
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However, the fact remains that, while establishing the philosophical theme, Queneau carefully
constructs a four-dimensional space-time setting, and furthermore makes certain to show the
possibility of a three-dimensional space-time below that. One only needs to recall Edwin
Abbott’s Flatland (1884) and its two-dimensional and one-dimensional (“Lineland”) worlds to
understand that there is a literary precedent describing scenarios below those Queneau has
established. Thus, in Le Chiendent, Lineland, Flatland, and the Étienne-Silhouette all exist in
fewer dimensions than the human standard of four. That of “La Silhouette”: length + breadth +
time. An interesting beginning, and yet, on its own, this is not enough to constitute a large-scale
translation of Dunne’s system of Serial Time.
If Étienne embodies a three-dimensional observer, and then progresses to observe in four,
Pierre the Observer’s attention inhabits the next dimension, the fifth. He too occupies three
dimensions of space, but his field of presentation moves along the time axis in Time 2, and he
can observe the entire time axis of Time 1. As Catonné describes him, “Pierre Le Grand,
personnage au statut particulier, proche de celui d’un narrateur, relativement extérieur à
l’histoire, et qui comme tel peut traduire le point de vue propre du roman” (Queneau 107). For
Simonnet, “Pierre qui est un personnage exceptionnel, à moitié en dehors du récit et hors de la
banalité, l’observe, l’enregistre comme un caractère du réel” (64). The fact that Le Grand has a
greater awareness and knows more than the other characters, tending to come and go as if
detached from the narrative, these details position him as a higher observer, one who can see the
full timeline of those in standard four-dimensional time-space below him. Catonné addresses this
positioning, but does not touch on the parallel with Dunne’s Serial Observer:
Position ambiguë que celle de Pierre Le Grand, à la fois intérieur au récit et en même temps
distancié, observateur impartial n’ayant “rien à voir avec ça.” Prenant conscience bien
avant les autres de son statut de personnage de roman […] il incarne en partie le point de
vue du romancier-narrateur extérieur à l’histoire, ce qui “contribue à distancer,” comme le
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souligne Claude Simonnet, “à creuser l’écart entre l’auteur et son œuvre et renforce le
caractère d’objet du roman-poème.” Tout Le Chiendent est ainsi “une sorte de jeu de cachecache entre l’auteur, les personnages et le lecteur.” (Queneau 152)
Despite the fact that Catonné does not detect the similarity between this and Dunne’s
dimensional interplay, he is evidently attuned to the fact that Le Grand is somehow positioned
above Étienne and other characters. On this line of thought, he also cites a telling conversation
between Le Grand and Narcense, which reads,
—Excusez-moi, je vais rentrer à Paris. Et vous-même, habitez-vous ici?
—Non. Paris. Mais je vais passer quelques jours ici. J’observe un homme.
—Tiens. Romancier?
—Non. Personnage.
—Au revoir, Le Grand.
—Adieu, Narcense. (18)
In this scene, Narcense is asking Le Grand why he is observing Étienne. Narcense’s question can
lead us in two directions: first, is Pierre Le Grand, the character, a novelist? But also, it reminds
us that we are in fact reading a novel, and that Le Grand seems to know more than other
characters do. Is he the author of the novel we are reading, then? No, that’s impossible. He’s
only a character in the novel, like all the rest. And yet, the fact that Le Grand is aware that he is a
character in a book is problematic, and reinforces that there are several dimensions of seeing,
which from that point on raises questions about the place of the narrator, that of the author, and
that of the reader in the signifying process that is literary fiction.
It is my belief that there are also further dimensions that Queneau established as part of
his translation of Dunne’s system of Serial Time & Observer in Le Chiendent. After all, if the
text is to be truly representative of this seriality, leading toward what Dunne refers to as an
Ultimate Observer, then there must be more than the five dimensions I have already discussed,
and more than one higher observer, Pierre Le Grand. There must be n dimensions, and n
observers. The key to ascertaining how these higher dimensions are represented lies in the
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attribute which sets Le Grand apart: he is hyperaware. He can observe the entire Time axis of
Étienne’s four-dimensional space-time, and so he perceives that which characters tied to the field
of presentation moving along the four-dimensional Time axis cannot.
It is difficult to decide which one of two possibilities best represents the sixth dimension
in Queneau’s construction. A first choice is the omniscient narrator of the text, who of course has
an awareness even more encompassing than Le Grand’s. While a narrator is sometimes taken by
readers as the voice of the author, strictly speaking, this is not the case. A narrator has a
delimited point of view, depending on narrational choices the author has made. In Le Chiendent,
the narrator is semi-omniscient: he can see within the minds and thoughts of the characters, and
narrates the action in the third person. He is not tied to one particular point of view, and can
report on multiple locations, even with some simultaneity. A great fan of Flaubert, Queneau was
very deliberate in the positioning of his narrator. It is difficult to determine the source of the
narrator’s voice, but it is also clear that the narrator has a heightened awareness, and sees more in
observing, when compared to Étienne, and even to Le Grand.
For another choice for sixth dimensional space-time, I have grouped together two more
observers. This system is representative of the observational vantage point of Time 3, an
observer situated one dimension higher than Le Grand. In this reading, this dimension of serial
observation is incarnated by the characters Saturnin and Mme Cloche. 22 A brother and sister pair,
they are both observers in the novel, of a fashion: Mme Cloche sits at the café to watch for car
accidents, and Saturnin, the concierge at the hotel, is constantly watching the comings and
goings of the residents and reading their mail. Neither of them strikes one as being overly
knowledgeable, nor do they typically appear to occupy a higher dimension of space-time. And
yet, there are instances late in the novel in which they reveal a hyperawareness of their own
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situation that outstrips that of Le Grand, and arguably of the narrator himself. This is largely a
development that comes about in the final chapter: Queneau potentially alludes to this
dimensional “promotion” shortly before Saturnin’s monologue, when he writes, “Saturnin […]
fut éléve (et bien élevé) au grade de capitaine” (233). At that point, a drunken Saturnin sets to
writing, which he stated early on to be his vocation. Over the course of the drunken rant he
produces, he addresses his readers directly, and eventually begins to comment on the authorial
process and its relation to the reader:
Il est possible que quelques lecteurs, simples troufions ou caporals, souaillent parvenus
jusqu’ici, désireux de s’instruire, et avides de comprendre. […] Tu me prends pour un
autre, i m’semble. […] N’empêche que, blague à part, ça avance mon grand ouvrage. Hein?
Regardez le numéro de la page en haut à droite et comparez avec le numéro de la page de
la fin, eh bien, il ne reste plus beaucoup à lire, s’pa? […] D’m’imaginer qu’y en a qui
continueront à lire, qui continuent à lire. Non vrai. […] Vous voulez continuer? Mais allezy! Continuez! En avant! En avant! En avant! Courage! (233-34)
Yes, Saturnin’s text functions as an inset text, a text within a text, and it is possible for the reader
to realize that in this polyphonous text, the character is addressing his own future readers within
the text he is writing. However, his suggestion also strikes the reader of Le Chiendent as
something that should be ascertained, as things seem to be going off the rails at this point. And,
once the reader follows Saturnin’s advice, it checks out. The page numbers in Le Chiendent are
indeed at the upper corners; the page where this passage is located in Le Chiendent is indeed the
recto. And, once the reader checks, she will agree with his statement: there are only thirteen
pages remaining in the novel. As such, either Saturnin is an avatar of Queneau, and he is
commenting on the very novel being read, or he is a different author, writing a novel that
contains this same text, also on a recto page that appears equally close to the end of the story.
Either way, Saturnin here is given the appearance of knowing more than a character should.
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Similarly, his sister, Mme Cloche, almost at the novel’s end, has become Missize Aulini,
and then is promoted herself, to become queen of the “Étrusques.” When she is revealed as the
queen, Saturnin drunkenly refers to her as “Cloche de Cloche,” doubling her name as if referring
to an exponential version of her person. The two then have a conversation in which they are both
hyperaware to a conspicuous degree. In explaining a joke she has told Saturnin, she says,
—C’est pas moi qu’ai trouvé ça, dit la reine. C’est dans le livre.
—Quel livre? demandèrent les deux maréchaux errants.
—Eh bien, çui-ci. Çui-ci où qu’on est maintenant, qui répète c’qu’on dit à mesure qu’on
l’dit et qui nous suit et qui nous raconte, un vrai buvard qu’on a collé sur not’vie.
—C’est encore une drôle d’histoire ça, dit Saturnin. On se crée avec le temps et le
bouquin vous happe aussitôt avec ses petites paches de moutte. (245)
This overt awareness that what they are doing and saying is being recorded into a book again
surpasses anything that a simple character should know. If we tie this back to the deleted scene I
presented earlier, in which Saturnin identifies the book he is writing as “c’est comme qui dit une
traduction” of Descartes’s Discours de la Méthode, it seems as if Queneau originally wanted to
demonstrate this hyperawareness on the part of Saturnin Belhôtel earlier in the book, but either
decided to remove the overt reference to Descartes, or to hold off on bestowing upon Saturnin
any of this critical literary awareness so early in the process, saving him for a later reminder of
the various levels of Serial Time at play in the construction of the book.
Shortly after the discussion that exposes their late-novel awareness of their literarity, as
the novel comes to a close, this writer-like knowledge and external perspicacity seems to be
expanded even further, as they discuss the possibility of erasing what has happened in the story,
of “littératurer l’épisode” (246). They don’t seem to think it’s possible, and Saturnin replies,
“Mais c’est absurd c’que tu dis. Tout d’même, leu temps, c’est leu temps. L’passé, c’est l’passé.”
And then, as they proceed to delete things, to set in motion the cyclical device of the Eternal
Return with which Queneau closes the novel and demonstrates his cynicism regarding mankind’s
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readiness for the Hegelian End of History, the hyperaware characters slip in one final telling
comment: “Alors comme ça, l’temps, c’est rien du tout? Pus d’histoire?” asks Cloche-Aulini.
“Qu’est-ce que ça fout?” (246-47) is the reply.
It is my opinion that there is one further dimension that Queneau cautiously established in
Le Chiendent, one in which we might see Dunne’s Ultimate Observer, or perhaps simply another
step along the serial progression. This final step is depicted by a number of small but obtrusive
interventions of the author’s own voice. I could posit this as being Queneau’s own voice, or just
another level of narration that slips into the narrativization of the story several times and
comments on the narrative process itself. This atypical sensitivity to the task of narration,
coupled with occasional shifts from third person narration to the first person “je,” suggest that
there is a writerly voice that is overtly aware of the literary process enacted by the narrator’s
voice, one situated at a higher level.
These instances are sporadic throughout the novel. For instance, “Dans la forêt, au milieu
de cette même clarière où toute l’armée gauloise s’était fait couyonner de la façon narrée plus
haut, on avait préparé un vigoureux festin […]” (243, my emphasis). If this phrase had been
spoken or written by Saturnin, it could be explained away as commentary on the writing within
the writing, but in non-dialog inserted into the narrative, it demonstrates an unusual awareness of
written continuity and the act of writing. Other similar deviations add information in a voice that
reads as inconsistent with the rest of the narration. “Théo, le nez plongé dans son assiette, bâfre;
c’est la croissance. Quinze ans, je crois” (29, my emphasis). By adding this additional
information to the narrator’s description of the scene, and then hedging with a first person “je
crois,” another level of awareness is established. Or, in the first description of the “FRITES”
restaurant, in the first chapter:
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[L]’observateur, mourant de faim, s’assit devant une table de marbre veinée de crasse, sur
laquelle on avait négligemment posé une cuiller, une fourchette, un verre, un couteau, une
salière, voyons voir si je n’oublie rien, un couteau, une salière, une cuiller, une fourchette,
un verre, ah! et une assiette non ébréchée. (16, my emphasis)
To whom does this “je” belong? “Je est un autre,” as Rimbaud said, and here it cannot be the
self-effaced narrator. This “I” must supersede the traditional narrator, and once again, it
reinforces the active role of an author, the literary act of writing, and that of reading.
Catonné and Simonnet have both pointed out similar interruptions, again without
intuiting that it may relate to Dunne’s dimensions. In Simonnet’s mind, this is “comme si
l’auteur cherchait à dissimuler son omniprésence derrière des masques. Mais comme l’enfant, en
même temps qu’il se cache, se manifeste en criant ‘coucou,’ Queneau laisse souvent apparaître le
bout de sa plume” (Déchiffré 128). However, with Queneau, it is very difficult to see these as
slips of the pen, and as they occur sporadically through the novel, they must be considered to
play an intentional role in the narration. We cannot attribute these words to Queneau himself, in
the flesh, but must instead see them as an authorial voice positioned somewhere between the
figure of the narrator and Queneau the writer. In another instance, this voice intervenes to note
what it is that is being described, left not unlike an author’s note of what is needed at this precise
part of the novel: “Description d’un orage à Paris. En été.” (Œuvres II, 10).
While it is very difficult for us to picture a system of dimensions that go beyond the four
dimensions of space-time we inhabit, Queneau seems to have realized that the world of fiction is
the perfect proving ground for such a concept. In multiple levels of narration, it is possible to
depict elements of Serial Time and the Serial Observer, whereas in real life, it is only possible to
conceptualize of them mathematically, we cannot imagine them. While the dimensions
established in Le Chiendent become more difficult to determine with certainty after the clear
picture of fourth- and fifth-dimensional space-time displayed by the growth of Étienne and the
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observation of Pierre Le Grand, it is evident that he has worked to incorporate this system into
his composition. He may not have spelled out this system of Serial Observation for his readers,
but the sequence of layers is present should they wish to peel away enough layers of the onion to
find them. Instead of establishing an overtly conspicuous system, he has left hints, preserving the
scaffolding of the first pair of dimensions so that the reader knows to seek out the others. Perhaps
we might read a metaphor for this partial exposure of Dunne’s system in the description of
Étienne’s home in Obonne, the “villa mi-construite” (5), “cette villa à moitié construite ou en
demolition” (13), with its incomplete upper floor. Queneau has removed the larger part of the
scaffolding, leaving only the suggestion of a system brought to bear on the text, but it is a visible
trace of the pre-planned construction left for all to see.
Now that I have brought to light Dunne’s theory of Serial Time in Le Chiendent, there
remains one last question regarding Queneau’s large-scale translation of Dunne’s work into his
novel: that of precognitive dreams. After all, Dunne elaborated his system of Serial Time with a
specific goal in mind, that of explaining how it was that his dreams could contain details from
ahead of his current location in time. It is my contention that Queneau has also addressed this
question in Le Chiendent, through both form and content.

2.8 – Precognitive Dreams and Narrative Rhymes in Le Chiendent
In searching out the connection between Le Chiendent and Dunne’s Serial Time with regards to
his original investigation into precognitive dreams, I must first note the inclusion in Queneau’s
novel of several series of recorded dreams. These appear in the final section, part thirteen, of the
first and second chapters. Later in the book, these italicized sections are put to other uses, but it
is in reference to Dunne’s method of dream notation that these first two dream-sections are
appended to the early chapters. To end the first chapter, the semantic content of the nights of
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each of the characters thus far introduced is detailed in a brief paragraph: Étienne, Théo, Pierre,
Mme Cloche, Narcense, Alberte, and Saturnin each get a few lines.
Without thinking of Dunne’s work, the instinctive reading would be to relate these
recorded dreams to Queneau’s “Campagne de rêves,” the dream journal he kept between 1928
and 1932, six months before he began writing Le Chiendent. However, unlike the dream records
in his journals, here there is no attempt at Freudian psychoanalysis, no interpretive act. The
dreams are recorded without commentary of any sort. This is because Queneau is conveying
Dunne’s non-analytical method, which did not attempt to interpret the dreams but instead
focused on preserving salient details so that he and his co-experimenters could keep watch for
these details to “re”-occur in the coming days and weeks. In Le Chiendent, then, this task falls
upon the reader: are any of the details of these dreams present at a later point in the text? As is
often the case, the dreams are difficult to make out, and their relationship to the events of the text
to come are hazy at best. And yet, it is possible note certain similarities.
In Pierre’s dream, for instance, he is at his grandmother’s place in the country. In the next
chapter, Narcense’s grandmother dies and her funeral takes place in Marcheville, a village in the
country near Chartres. He also dreams that they are going to kill the old rooster, an “execution,”
and “[c]’est lui qui va tuer le coq, il le sait” (Œuvres II, 31). In the following chapter, after the
funeral, someone kills Jupiter the dog for having slid into the grandmother’s grave during the
burial service, hung with a noose as Narcense would later be. In a further connection, Jordan
Stump notes that in a deleted scene from the Parerga, Pierre does not leave the narrative, but is
instead found to be a spy during the military conflict at the end. “He refuses disdainfully to speak
at his trial, and is soon condemned to death; an elaborate ceremony is arranged to mark his
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execution” (Stump, “Reading” 69). Perhaps Pierre heeds the warning of his precognitive dream,
as in the deleted scene, he escapes from execution.
In Mme Cloche’s dream, she is a general, and she is reviewing the troops of her regiment.
She will have one of them shot by the firing squad because he has indecently left his pants
unbuttoned. Another execution takes place toward the end of the novel; Narcense, who had
committed indecent acts while watching Alberte in the first chapter, is captured as an army
deserter. “Bref, on condamna le type à mort, et on le colla contre un mur et on y introduisit douze
balles dans la peau, patriotiquement. C’est comme ça que Narcense mourut” (236). The episodes
are not identical from dream note to life, but that is the case in Dunne’s study as well, where the
future details are blended in with other details taken from the past, as there is no chronology in
dreams because of one’s ability to access the entire length of the Time axis.
A further similarity that appears in the short dreams at the end of the first chapter takes
the form of a temporal reference. When Pierre wakes up, he looks at the time, and, in the dark, he
makes out 4:20 and goes back to sleep. Similarly, Narcense is having trouble sleeping, checks
the time, and it is 4:20. And, in one of the precognitive dreams Dunne relates in An Experiment
with Time, he argues during his dream about whether it is 4:30 A.M. or 4:30 P.M, and decides in
the dream that his watch must have stopped. When he wakes up, he lights a match “to see
whether the watch had really stopped. To [his] surprise it was not, as it usually is, by [his]
bedside. [He] got out of bed, hunted ‘round, and found it lying on the chest of drawers. Sure
enough, it had stopped, and the hands stood at half-past four” (Dunne 19). The time difference
between Dunne’s dream and those of Le Grand and Mme Cloche is ten minutes, but it is a
curious similarity all the same.
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The section that closes the end of Chapter II also brings to mind Dunne’s dreamrecording method; this section features a longer dream of Narcense’s. Here, whether or not the
dream has a precognitive effect visible through details that can be found later in the novel, the
relationship lies in the effort to remember the dream. Narcense dies in his dream, and upon
waking in his room, able to breathe once more, the elements of the dream reappear to him: “La
mer et la falaise et l’escalier réapparurent, tout d’un coup, tous ensemble. Il essaie de
recoordonner ces éléments. J’ai commencé par un naufrage – il fit quelque pas – naufrage dans
une forêt” (68, my emphasis). The jumbling of elements from the dream that had just been
dreamed relates to Dunne’s belief that all of these elements are accessed in dreams without any
chronology, as the dreaming state allows one to see the entire time axis because of a reduced
focus that ties one to the standard field of presentation. Furthermore, Queneau’s choice of the
verb “recoordonner” for Narcense’s efforts to reorganize the loose elements he is left with upon
waking echoes the individual coordinates set within time and space in one of Dunne’s Cartesian
graphs: the individual points are the events that the waking mind can see as its field of
presentation moves across the Time axis.
It is my belief that Queneau also considered Dunne’s precognitive dreams in conceiving
of the form of Le Chiendent. He explains in “Technique du roman” that he drew on Joyce and
Faulkner when he developed a strictly organized structure for Le Chiendent. He informs his
readers that the book is made up of 91 sections: seven chapters, each comprised of thirteen
sections. In the essay, he explains the numbers selected for his systematic organization of the
novel, having had at the time a fascination with numerology. While I do not dispute his
numerological intentions (“En ce temps-là, je voyais dans 13 un nombre bénéfique” (BCL 29), I
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do suggest that there is more to the structural organization of Le Chiendent than a means to
incorporate his lucky numbers.
In “Technique du roman,” Queneau describes the repartition of the stylistic structure of
each chapter:
Chacune des sections du Chiendent est une, à deux ou trois exceptions près que je saurais
justifier. […] [E]lle observe la règle des trois unités. Elle est une, non seulement quant au
temps, au lieu et à l’action, mais encore quant au genre: récit purement narratif, récit coupé
de paroles rapportées, conversation pure (qui tend à l’expression théâtrale), monologue
intérieur en “je”, monologue rapporté (comme si l’auteur pénétrait les moindres pensées
de ses personnages) ou monologue exprimé (autre mode également théâtrale), lettres (dont
furent composés entièrement des romans fameux), journaux (non intimes, mais carnets de
comptes ou coupures de quotidiens) ou récits de rêves (qu’il faut utiliser avec réserve tant
ce genre se galvaude). (BCL 30)
To this, he adds an interesting comment regarding each thirteenth section, which includes the
dreams of the first two chapters: “De ces sections, chaque treizième […] se situe en dehors de ce
chapitre, dans une autre direction ou dimension […]” (BCL 30).
The formal scaffolding does not end with this stylistic organization: Le Chiendent also
features a strictly organized distribution of characters. As Queneau puts it, “la répartition des
personnages ne doit être laissée au hasard, car toute une partie de leur sens dépend d’elle. Je ne
pourrais expliquer celle du Chiendent sans m’aider de tableaux qui pourraient bien à tort donner
l’illusion d’une partie d’échecs” (BCL 31). Simonnet describes the role played by this preorganized distribution of characters, writing,
Rien n’est laissé au hasard, pages, chapitres, personnages sont strictement mesurés, le
développement romanesque s’effectue avec une précision calculée et les correspondances
entre thèmes, situations et personnages, qui se répondent subtilement, forment comme
autant de rimes à l’intérieur du récit. […] [L]’ensemble du livre correspond à une structure
spatio-temporelle très précise. (Déchiffré 42)
Whereas Simonnet lists off a series of internal narrative rhymes, scenes throughout the novel in
which events reply to one another, it is the distribution of the characters and location that
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interests us here. As Queneau explained to Ribemont-Dessaignes in 1950, “Je me suis fixé des
règles aussi strictes que celles du sonnet. Les personnages n’apparaissent pas et ne disparaissent
pas au hasard, de même les lieux […]” (BCL 41). And, while he states in that interview that such
rules “n’avaient d’autres raisons que de satisfaire mon goût pour les chiffres ou des fantaisies
strictement personnelles” (41), it is important to recall that it wasn’t until 1969 that he openly
included An Experiment with Time in his origin story for Le Chiendent. Despite him not pointing
out a relationship between this system of preorganized rhyming distribution, it is evident that he
was aware that it had implications for the reader.
He demonstrates this during his interview with Charbonnier in 1962. It is clear from this
passage that he hoped his readers would find the patterns within his novel; as he explains,
Peut-être que, pour des critiques actuels, cette construction du Chiendent serait très
manifeste. En effet c’est très possible que maintenant un lecteur du Chiendent – s’il y en
a! – s’aperçoive de cette multiplicité de rapports entre le nombre des chapitres, les
apparitions des personnages, etc. Il y a treize chapitres; chaque chapitre a sept paragraphes
et chacun d’eux a sa forme particulière, sa nature, en quelque sorte, soit par le style, soit
par des modifications de temps, de lieu. Les personnages apparaissent d’une façon rythmée,
à certains moments et à certains endroits. (Entretiens 49)
This gives credence to the idea that he made this systematic structure with a goal in mind. It is
my belief that the organized stylistic form of each chapter has two functions: first, to bring a
strict organization to the novel that is similar to poetry and to what he admired about works such
as Ulysses, but second, and more importantly to this reading, there was the intention to leave a
noticeable formal hint that such a construction was in place. If a reader was to notice the
organized structure of the novel, perhaps she might look more closely for other systems in play.
The second system, that of character and location distribution, can be seen as a
representation of Dunne’s precognitive dreams. As Queneau explained, he organized the
elements of his novel in a systematic way. He formulated the combinations of characters and
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locations ahead of time; the characters appear in a set order and in set combinations, and they
move to different locations in a regulated manner as well. As he added during the same
interview, “Tout cela était préparé sur des tableaux, des tableaux aussi réguliers qu’une partie
d’échecs. […] Comme des échafaudages qu’on enlève […] une fois que la construction est
terminée. [U]ne fois qu’elle est terminée, l’armature demeure invisible” (Entretiens 50). And,
while the scaffolding of many of his novels is indeed removed once the process is complete,
leaving the construction in place with no visible suggestion of how it was made, here, in Le
Chiendent, he has left hints, including the organization of the chapters. Perhaps he felt that if the
reader noticed the struct regularity of the stylistic layout, she might also notice the rhythmic
distribution of the characters and locations.
Queneau did in fact organize the distribution of his novel ahead of time, or at least quite
early in the writing process. The Parerga for Le Chiendent preserved with Queneau’s papers
shows this clearly, as a distribution chart from a middle draft is consultable. For instance, the
following chart shows a work-in-progress version of the stylistic organization of the novel:

Fig. 10: “Tableau des modalités narratives utilisées dans Le
Chiendent,”Œuvres complètes II, Gallimard, 2002, p. 1247.

479

This chart is not dated, and we can’t be entirely sure at what stage of the process it was drafted. It
is possible that it was not the original distribution, as the first draft of Le Chiendent is
unfortunately not available to scholars. As Godard informs us that “Le manuscrit, que son
propriétaire ne consent pas à laisser consulter, ne nous est connu que par une description
sommaire qu’il en a établie” (Œuvres II, 1467). We also know that it is not the final distribution,
as it does not match the published version of the novel. As such, the organization of the sections
may have been more repetitive or not, it is impossible to say. We do know that certain changes to
the publication were intended to render the system more visible to the reader. Godard explains:
C’est seulement par des corrections ou des ajouts portés sur le dactylogramme, et même
sur les placards, que Queneau introduit, dans le domaine des formes, certaines des
caractéristiques qui sauteront le plus immédiatement aux yeux du lecteur du livre imprimé.
[…] [L]e résultat est de rendre la structure du roman plus visible. En permutant l’ordre des
deux dernières sections [du chapitre II], Queneau place en treizième position un pur récit
de rêve […] (Œuvres II, 1450)
He did not only pre-organize the stylistic system, reworking it late in the process to make it more
evident to his readers, but his system of character distribution was offered a similar treatment, of
which we can see an interim version in the following chart:
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Fig. 11: “Tableau de présence des personnages dans le chapitre
VII,” Œuvres complètes II, Gallimard, 2002, p. 1248.

This example, which displays the distribution of characters within the final chapter, cannot tell
the entire story I am proposing. First of all, it is only one chapter, and second, the final chapter is
atypical in relation to the previous chapters, as events really begin to accelerate toward the end,
and the rhythm apparent in earlier chapters is interrupted. Pierre Le Grand, for instance, has by
this point left for the country with Catherine, and by the fourth section, the war breaks out to
disrupt any continuity and expedite the temporality. However, the very knowledge that charts
such as these were drawn up for each chapter early in the writing process allows us to imagine a
systematic distribution of characters put in place prior to the writing of much of the novel.
Since this is the case, I will argue semi-blindly that the organizational structure of
characters and locations can be seen as an extension of Dunne’s theory, because of the precognitive possibility this internal rhyme-scheme potentially offers to readers of Le Chiendent.
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After all, what is one of the most notable features of a rhyme scheme in poetry? As soon as we
have determined what the scheme is, which is a typically a straight-forward process in highly
codified forms of poetry such as the sonnet, we, as readers, can determine certain information
about what we are to read next. As soon as we have a matching syllable count that spans a few
consecutive lines, we can safely expect the rest of the poem to function in the same way. And, of
crucial importance, once we have determined the rhyme scheme, we can know the ending of the
final word in each line before we reach it. The same arguably holds true for narrative rhymes
involving such things as characters and locations in time: if the reader is able to perceive some
part or all of a system of repetitions, in those cases it would be possible to know in advance
which character or characters will show up next, or in which configuration they will appear,
and/or where they will be or go. Of course, not all of the novel will function this way, and not all
of it that does include such rhymes is likely to be noticed. However, should this occur during the
process of reading Le Chiendent, it conveys the precognition of Dunne’s system of Serial Time.
By this, I mean that the act of reading suddenly changes, much as it does when Dunne’s
Serial Observer observes from a higher temporal dimension. For example, take the act of
reading: a reader reads a text in time. She reads one word at a time, her eyes moving across the
two dimensions of the page, her focus moving as a field of presentation along the Time axis. She
can remember what she has already read to a greater or lesser degree, but she has no access to
information that will be conveyed in what she has not yet read. We can think of her as Reader 1,
a parallel to Dunne’s Observer 1, whose field of presentation also moves left to right along the
Time axis, observing events in space and unidirectional time. However, once a pattern has been
discerned within the book because of a cautiously developed system of internal repetition, the
reader can see the distribution of events she has already read, but certain details yet to come.
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This operates much like Observer 2, who can see the entirety of the timeline at once, and is not
bound to the presentation field moving left to right along the time axis in the lower dimension.
Instead, Observer 2 sees the entirety of Dunne’s Figure 6, and instead of seeing “particles”
moving up and down in space, sees patterns that develop through both space and time. Reader 2,
who has access to the extended timeline of events to occur in Le Chiendent thanks to the system
of repetition and internal rhyme Queneau has employed in his construction, is not bound to the
understanding to be gleaned from reading in time, but can also precognitively know certain
details before he or she even reads them.
It might even be reasonable to consider adding a further dimension to the picture by
turning to look at Queneau himself, who had these charts before him as he wrote. By using these
diagrams with their system of stylistic organization, character, and location distribution, he knew
which characters would appear next, who they were to mingle with, where these events would
take place, and what manner of narration would describe the encounter, even before he wrote it.
Evidently, he needed to establish the characters and locations prior to making the charts, and he
surely altered some of the distributions to allow the novel to function better as a whole, but it is
logically reasonable to equate such organizational systems to Dunne’s explanation of the role of
Serial Time in precognitive dreams.
Queneau wrote in “Technique du roman,” “N’importe qui peut pousser devant lui comme
un troupeau d’oies un nombre indéterminé de personnages apparemment réels à travers une
lande longue d’un nombre indéterminé de pages ou de chapitres. […] Mais, pour ma part, je ne
saurais m’incliner devant un pareil laisser-aller” (BCL 27-28). And he most certainly did not
yield to such sloppiness. Note that the elements required to demonstrate a precognitive system of
reading are already described in this short sentence written in one of his earliest published
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essays: before he had gone very far into the writing of Le Chiendent, Queneau had at his disposal
a fixed number of characters; their comings and goings were strictly organized, largely before
the events were written; and these actions took place within a rigorously pre-determined series of
chapters and sub-chapters. In doing so, he did away with the gaggle of geese; each goose went
where it was meant to go and did so in the company of the other geese with whom it was meant
to be, and all of these events were described by way of a pre-established narrational technique.
Not only did this system allow Queneau to follow his intuition, which had led him to believe that
the type of constraints typical of poetic form could work well in the novel, but it allowed him to
convey the precognitive system of one of his numerous source texts, translating the overall
meaning of J.W. Dunne’s An Experiment with Time into a system that was represented, in
combination with others, in the pages of his target text, Le Chiendent.

3 – Conclusion
These two case studies have allowed me to explore some of the concrete uses Queneau made of
small-scale and large-scale translational processes in his writing. Each allowed me to explore the
adeptness with which signifying systems were selected in source materials, as well as the
complex manner in which they were integrated into his new projects among other recreated
systems.
While he made use of a variety of processes in On est toujours trop bon avec les femmes,
including a relatively minor amount of néo-français, the major source for this novel was James
Joyce’s Ulysses. Queneau incorporated into his own composition of a great number of lexical
and semantic elements, ranging from characters’ names and geographical markers to descriptive
elements and locutions. This translational process had a dual effect, tying Queneau’s Sally Mara
novel to the Irishman’s book and forging signifying links, even as it produces new meaning
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through the incorporation of these elements into a new network of systems. This is a method that
is combinatorial in nature; the referential links to Ulysses are not always overt and sometimes
relatively invisible, but the use of this source text in his composition can be seen as both an
homage to Joyce and a ready-made system constructed with materials sourced in the work of
other writers.
In examining Le Chiendent in my second case study, I encountered the confusion
generated by Queneau’s conflicting statements as to the source materials for his first novel. In
two separate essays written in 1937, four years after its publication, he stated the origin of Le
Chiendent to have been a translation of Descartes’s Discours de la méthode, and also explained
his “technique consciente du roman.” I sifted through previous scholarship detailing the way in
which Descartes’s philosophy, and that of other philosophers, was integrated into Le Chiendent,
which I reflected upon in terms of a large-scale translational act. However, in 1969, Queneau
changed his origin story for the novel, stating that when he began writing the novel, he had in
fact been reading several texts at once. Among the different titles he put forward as having had
an effect on the process, he singled out J. W. Dunne’s An Experiment with Time (1927).
As scholarship seems to have generally ignored this late-career change of story, I
produced a close reading of Dunne’s work, and offered my interpretation as to how Queneau
effectuated a large-scale translation of An Experiment with Time. He employed Dunne’s physics
and metaphysics in the construction of his novel along several axes. He created a literary
representation of Dunne’s theory of Serial Time and the Serial Observer in the establishment of
his narrative, and demonstrated some of their effects in developing his characters. Further to this,
he engaged with the reasoning behind Dunne’s physics of time, the question of precognitive
dreaming, by recreating elements of this concept within Le Chiendent. Finally, he developed a
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formal construction for the book that included a rigidly structured organizational scheme and
internal rhymes in the order of appearance of characters and locations. The use of such systems
first called the attention of the reader to the structure and repetition, systems which in turn could
potentially grant the reader the possibility of precognitive reading.
These final examples demonstrate in a much more concrete fashion the manner in which
Queneau used processes related to translation to expand the possibilities of his fiction. By
drawing select, isolated systems from multiple sources at once, he fashioned links between his
work and that of a shared literary history. Not unlike a literary translation, he critically engaged
with these source texts to determine which systems to privilege in his written recreation, and yet,
a generalized conception of creative translation allowed him to juxtapose these systems within
his own writing to take advantage of the combinatorial possibilities of working from multiple
source texts, either in parallel or in series.

NOTES
1

For economy’s sake, I will regularly make use of the acronym OETTBALF for On est toujours trop bon avec les
femmes, a shorthand that has become quite common in scholarship of Queneau’s work.
2
This of course is dependent on how much of the translation he actually produced himself, i.e. at which stage of the
process he became involved. See Chapter 4 for more information.
3
Charlton T. Lewis and Charles Short, A Latin Dictionary, Clarendon Press, 1879. Accessed via perseus.tufts.edu.
4
See my comments on the use of this translator-avatar in the Introduction, Section 2.
5
As Pierre David informed me in a letter written in November 2017, his source copy for Ulysse was the French
translation in an edition published c. 1948-1950, which would have most likely been the Gallimard /N.R.F. edition
of 1948.
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6

This phrase was later attributed to Queneau by Jacques Bens, but the “compte rendu” is not clear, as it notes N[ote]
D[e] Q. B. instead of N.D.R.Q. Judging by who was present and who was absent at the meeting in question, it is
most likely that this was originally an idea dreamed up by both Raymond Queneau and Jacques Bens together.
7
An earlier piece by Molloy, “Love’s Old Sweet Song” (1884), also appears in Ulysses, as sung by Molly Bloom
(Joyce 56, 67). Weatherly was actually an English lyricist, but is best known for writing the lyrics to what is now the
anthem of Northern Ireland, “Danny Boy.”
8
It is interesting coincidence to note that Baucis and Philemon appear in Book VIII of the Metamorphosis, but so
does the fable of Daedalus and Icarus, which I have recently argued to have been at the root of a key Oulipian slogan
as well as an Oulipian nod to Joyce’s Stephen Dedalus.
9
See Chapter 5, Section 3.2.2.
10
This is an example of Queneau’s dark humor, as well: what Gallager could not foresee, in 1916, was that the
residents of the Inishkea Islands would be evacuated to the mainland in the late 1920s after many of their young men
were killed by a storm while night fishing.
11
Pierre David disagreed with my position on the origin of the title, suggesting instead that Queneau had drawn the
phrase for the book from his introduction to Moustiques. However, it must be noted that the introduction Queneau
wrote for that French translation of Faulkner’s novel was published a year after Sally Mara’s On est toujours trop
bon avec les femmes.
12
I must again note that while Queneau states the piece was written in 1937, it was not published prior to appearing
in Bâtons, chiffres et lettres in 1950, and thus we have only his word and the title he has given it to go by.
13
See Chapter 1 for more information.
14
See Chapter 5, Section 3.3.1.
15
See Chapter 3, Section 4.2.
16
In 1928-1929, Emmanuel Levinas studied with Husserl for two semesters and then with Heidegger for one
semester in Freiburg. He defended his doctoral thesis “Théorie de l’intuition dans la phénoménologie de Husserl” in
Strasbourg in 1930, and then relocated to Paris.
17
See Catonné, Jean-Marie, Queneau. Les Dossiers Belfond, 1992, 110-16.
18
Barabtarlo learned of this during his analysis of Nabokov’s index cards, which are located in the Berg Collection
of the New York Public Library.
19
See, for example, “Space and Time: Intertial Frames,” in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, revised 4 May
2009. https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/spacetime-iframes/
20
This theoretical problem relates to Einstein’s assertion that Space-Time is not “flat” but “curved.” The paradox
that occurs with Hinton’s model, in this regard, relates to the fact that, for Eddington, the extension of “Timeextended objects,” also referred to as “Tracks,” is represented by a line denoting the passage of this Time-extended
object “through the world.” But to separate the field of presentation of an observer from the its path would suggest
that the observer (field) and the Track were separate phenomena, which, for Dunne, would involve a “psychical
observer.” As he explains, the Relativist solution to this is to posit the observer as being present during the present
moment of observation, but to also exist as the track, a version of itself “extended in Time.” We might picture this as
the particle or event one sees in the present moment as the field of presentation moves across the time-line, but also
as the full line moving through space and time that one sees when looking at the diagram as a whole. As Dunne
concludes, “The Time dimension, for any give observer, is simply the dimension in which his own world-line
happens to extend through the four-dimensional continuum (73).
21
Suitably named, if we are to continue with our onomastics: he is the higher observer, and thus larger in
dimensions by one, when compared to Étienne.
22
If there is a possible onomastic source for these names, knowing that Queneau was an avid researcher of
etymologies, we would note that Cloche is also the French word for “bell,” which is likely derived from the Middle
Dutch “clocke,” meaning “a clock,” itself from the Old North French “cloque.” As for Saturnin, the link is more
tenuous, but it is worth noting that Saturn is the Latinization of the Greek Kronos, which, through folk-etymology, is
related to Khronos, the personification of time in Greek mythology.
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CONCLUSION

“Why have you brought me here?” I asked.
She laughed and said—
“Open the door in the wall opposite.”
There was no door, and I said so.
Then she took my hand, an lo! there was a door! And she pushed, and we entered
another suite of apartments that never could have been there before; there had never been
room for them—nor ever could have been—in all of Passy!
“Come,” she said, laughing and blushing at once; for she seemed nervous and
excited and shy—“do you remember—”
(Du Maurier 296-97)
Raymond Queneau translated George Du Maurier’s Peter Ibbetson for publication in 1946 after
discovering first the film and then the novel in 1936-1937. In Part Five of Du Maurier’s tale,
Peter Ibbetson and Mary the Duchess of Towers are facing a long-term separation. Luckily,
Mary’s father, before his death, had taught her the art of “dreaming true,” or “rêver-vrai,” in
Queneau’s words, which she later communicated to Peter, and through this technique the two
were able to spend their lives together in shared dreams.
Peter discovered some of the process on his own, but Mary had to show him the finer
points. “Thus have I revisited in sleep every place I have ever lived in” (Du Maurier 288),
explains Mary; and, upon entering the dreamed apartment, she shows Peter the dream-world she
has furnished with all she has ever perceived. “Here are all the drawings you ever did for me […]
They are only duplicates. I have the real ones in my house in Hampshire […] The cabinet also is
a duplicate;—isn’t it a beauty?—it’s from the Czar’s Winter Palace. Everything here is a
duplicate, more or less” (298). Mary, careful to render things just the way she has experienced
them, has reimagined everything that pleased her or struck her as curious or comforting. “Look
at those pictures—the very pick of Raphael and Titian and Velasquez. Look at that piano—I
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have heard Liszt play on it over and over again, in Leipsic!” (299). All the objects and
characteristics of her favorite memories are there before them, for her to share with Peter.
The two lovers are aware that these recreations are not real, and yet they may as well be;
they can interact with them, and her recreations can interact with one another. Memory and
perception replace the real in a composition that is startlingly more than real. “See, this is a little
dining-room;—did you ever see anything so perfect?—it is the famous salle à manger of
Princesse de Chevagné. […] There is a bottle of famous champagne from Mr. De Rothschild’s
[…] The flowers are from Chatsworth […] Isn’t all the furniture rare and beautiful? I have
robbed every palace in Europe of its very best, and yet the owners are not a penny the worse
[…]” (298-99).
This metaphor of composition shares a great deal with Raymond Queneau’s literary
creations. As we have seen in the past six chapters, most anything that found its way into his
conscious mind was ripe for the plucking, ready to be inserted into his combinatorial rewriting.
This could and did entail words and phrases from literature of all sorts; lexicon or syntactic
features from any of the twenty languages he worked to varying degrees to acquire (see Chapter
One); elements of the wide variety of different French languages he saw as existing, past and
present, such as the written representation of contemporary orality, néo-français, but also earlier
states in the language’s evolutions; lexicon, semantic content, and philosophies and theories of
all sort drawn from diverse fields such as chemistry, biology, physics, cosmogony, mathematics,
psychology, psychiatry, psychoanalysis, ethnography, linguistics, metaphysics, early computer
science; all of this and more could be reappropriated and brought to life, materially, formally, or
metaphorically within his artisanal creations. By translating these many elements, reencoding
them through translational and transmutational processes in such a way that they could be
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absorbed into his literary melting pot, there was no limit to the stories he could tell, and even less
in the ways he could tell them.
The Duchess of Towers continued her tour of the dream-apartments, “Here is my library.
Every book I ever read is there, and every binding I ever admired. I don’t often read them, but I
dust them carefully. I’ve arranged that dust shall fall on them in the usual way to make it real,
and remind one of the outer life one is so glad to leave” (299). In constructing his literary worlds,
Queneau made use of a much greater library, drawing on any of the ten thousand books he read
during his lifetime, give or take (Géhéniau I: I). At least, those are the ones we know about,
preserved in detailed lists from the age of fourteen, and yet there were most certainly more. By
way of his voracious reading habits, the recreations Queneau constructed could incorporate
elements of any of the thousands of tomes he laid his eyes on, and not just that: any of the words
and phrases that were printed on their pages could be blended and recombined to generate new
phrases and new contexts. While the Duchess of Towers was able to furnish a room with objects
from throughout her years of travels, Queneau had access to not just his own, but to the objects,
ideas, and combinations of hundreds upon hundreds who had come before him.
And yet, in raiding the pages of his own infinite library, his recreations of the many
observed, ingested, or borrowed phenomena that caught his attention did not take the form of the
dreams J. W. Dunne describes as being typical in four-dimensional space-time: this was not a
jumble of random subconscious elements, randomly mixed together and poured onto the page,
but instead a meticulous and conscious construction ensuring that those elements be productively
combined in a harmonic fashion. By composing his texts on a formal level with an extreme
attention to detail, and by working and reworking the syntax of his composition to welcome
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these borrowings into a playful new context with a focus on avoiding opacity, he produced
writings that allowed him to experiment linguistically without overwhelming his readers.
In discussing how Queneau’s Oulipian colleague Georges Perec integrated citations and
allusions into his writing, Bernard Magné referred to his combinatorial composition as a texte
d’accueil, instead of calling it a texte cible (15), as has become customary in translation studies.
In retrospect, perhaps this might have been a more appropriate terminology for me to employ
throughout the course of this dissertation, whether speaking of one of his literary translation
projects or a carefully-crafted novel or book of poems. Instead of a target text, a receiving text or
a welcoming text, perhaps a hospitalitext. This ability to blend together disparate elements is
perhaps where Queneau’s true genius lay; the manner in which he deftly incorporated these
many borrowings into his writing is likely a finer gauge with which to measure his talent than
simply pointing out the encyclopedic variety of source materials. As he translated, transformed,
and manipulated these elements to suit his own inclinations, he also worked a combinatorial
magic to produce new meaning through the interaction of these many systems, modifying and
altering them during their incorporation to suit his own mood or opinion, or allowing the
juxtaposition and interaction of systems to create alternate significations through coalescence.
His resulting compositions are highly readable, even if there will always be spots where a reader
must stop, loop back, and reread something over and over again as other possible meanings
become evident.
When I began researching Barbara Wright’s translation of Queneau’s Exercices de style
for a course paper, which accidentally led to my discovery of the twenty-eight further exercises
that I subsequently translated for the 65th anniversary edition, I didn’t yet understand the
translational nature of his writing. Queneau later said that the idea for the book came to him
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when he and Michel Leiris were listening to a performance of Bach’s The Art of Fugue at the
Salle Pleyel in the 1930s, where “what particularly struck [him] about this piece was that,
although based on a rather slight theme, its variations ‘proliferated almost to infinity’” (Wright
4). There is a variations-on-a-theme approach to the Exercices, this much is clear; however, what
amazed me when I sat down to translate them was that in many cases I had to figure out how to
reverse-engineer the translational processes Queneau had applied to his “floating” base text 1
before I could translate that base text into English. Once I had completed that first act of
translation, I had to once again translate it intralinguistically, according to the translational
process he had employed for that particular example. Each of his books comes with a lengthy list
of such complications for a literary translator, and most of these involve translating multiple
systems of signification which overlap and interfere with one another.
One question that came to mind during that project was why he only ever published
ninety-nine exercises in any edition, even though we know he had written at least twenty-eight
more by the time the final edition published during his lifetime was released. The possible
answer to this question that best suits my understanding of Queneau’s work is that by
maintaining an edition of ninety-nine, he continued to highlight that perfect one hundredth
exercise, one that never appeared. By this, he could be suggesting that there are always more
possibilities, that no literary series is ever fully exhausted. Or, just as possibly, he could be
alluding to the fact that there is no such thing as a truly “neutral” version of any piece of writing.
In that case, we must see every one of the ninety-nine retellings, from the simplest to the most
complex or peculiar, as being translations of something we shall never read. Translations of an
idea, or of “interiority,” in a Proustian sense, or translations of translations of translations.

492

With all of this in mind, can it be much of a surprise that Queneau devised a slender book
called Cent mille milliards de poèmes? As he described this creation in its introduction, “C’est
somme toute une sorte de machine à fabriquer des poèmes, mais en nombre limité; il est vrai que
ce nombre, quoique limité, fournit de la lecture pour près de deux cents millions d’années (en
lisant vingt-quatre heures sur vingt-quatre)” (Cent, n.p.). Unlike Cent mille millards de poèmes,
however, there was no limit to what Queneau could create from his vast array of sources, other
than time. This is not to suggest, of course, that Queneau only composed his texts with the words
of other writers, but that all writers only compose their texts with the words of other writers.
Still, even though all writers have access to the shared pool of elements from which literature is
made, only certain have the skill, patience, and creativity to make proper use of it. Fittingly, to
end the introduction to that volume, Queneau borrowed a phrase from another French writer:
“Comme l’a bien dit Lautréamont, la poésie doit être faite par tous, non par un.”
The fragmentary nature of human existence is well served by such an approach. The
modern experience is not describable by way of lofty literary language alone, and cannot be
recreated in the traditional narrative arc of a conventional novel. Perceptions are but slices of
time; what we perceive during our waking hours is, like it or not, a disconnected series of nowmoments that we later smooth out in memory. What is more, the mid-twentieth-century Europe
where Queneau was living and writing was not unified in its language; cultural, political, and
social contact between many nations and their many tongues had done away with any illusion of
linguistic homogeneity. This fact became even more evident to Queneau when it dawned on him
that as a Frenchman, he was already naturally bilingual; suddenly, he saw himself as someone
who could, one the one hand, read and write “literary” French, and on the other, speak his own
personal incarnation of an oral tongue that had evolved away from the written to an immense

493

degree. When we add to this his acquisition of English, his variable knowledge of German,
Latin, Greek, Spanish, Italian, Turkish, Arabic, etc., not to mention the jargon of the many
sciences that interested him, or even the different synchronic periods of French such as ancien
français or Renaissance French, the fragmentary nature of modern communication became the
material for a new norm. Still, unlike other, more opaque experimental writers of the period, the
more complex the compositional strategy, the more Queneau focused on preserving the ludic
possibilities of reading for his readership and avoiding the potential frustration of unnecessary
obscurity by offering multiple layers of signification and allowing the readers to decide for
themselves how deep they were comfortable swimming.
This could be a potential further step for such an inquiry: a detailed examination of how a
particular writer such as Queneau operates on a syntactic and stylistic level when welcoming into
his prose elements from these many sources. While there are examples of this to be found in my
project, I have instead largely focused on examples of the sources with which he engaged; on
why, in some cases, he chose to turn to these particular sources; on how these relationships were
developed over time and through a variety of projects; and through which translational processes
he effectuated these borrowings. Chief of all among my aims has been an attempt to illustrate
what it was he was trying to do, what led him to work in such a way, and how he went about it.
Whether this focused on his work as a literary translator or his use of translational processes in
his fiction and poetry, what has become clear over the course of these six chapters is the
impossibility of looking at writing, rewriting, and translation as completely separate practices, as
in many cases, these three creative tasks are interdependent and even indistinguishable.
By focusing on what Queneau’s sources were and how he incorporated them into his
projects—literary writing or literary translation—I have illuminated the way he created multiple
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layers of signification in his writing. His writing is as complex source-wise as his list of interests
is diverse, and it was through such experimentation that he was able to offer multiple levels of
reading potential to his readers. Although it is difficult to qualify him as a didactic writer in a
forward and intentioned sense, the fact remains that through this translational experimentation,
he shared well thought-out aspects of many of his interests with his readers, whether they were
looking for it or not, and sometimes whether they were aware of it or not. Through such
methods, we have encountered numerological systems and psychoanalysis, we have engaged
with the melting pot of global literature and international language, we have felt the scale of the
universe and seen humanity’s minuscule two-line portion thereof; we have experienced the
textual Dublin of Joyce’s Ulysses when we thought we were reading a ribald tale of the Irish
uprising, discovered the narrative properties of early twentieth-century time theory, confronted
our language with the interference of mental translations from the Yoruba, and explored the
possibilities of both pre-cognitive dreams and dreaming true.
Perhaps the most insightful thing Queneau had to say about translation came in his
response to a brief translator’s survey in 1959. 2 In his response to a straight-forward question on
the importance of translation in his country, he noted that by way of literary translation, French
readers of his day had learned a great deal about the French literature of time gone by. By this,
he meant that much of the great literary tradition of France had lost its luster for domestic
readers, only to have it shine back at them in the form of literature of other countries by nonFrench writers who were greatly influenced by those same tired and dusty French classics.
Several critics have suggested, likely in jest because of the impossibility of the
undertaking, that to truly understand Raymond Queneau, one would have to read everything that
he had read. In my opinion, there is a shred of truth to this tongue-in-cheek suggestion: in a way,
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as readers of his work, we’re already doing exactly that. Through his use of translational
processes of rewriting, he has invited us along on a journey through his hypothetical bookshelf,
and he will accompany us on a tour of all that he has seen, heard, and read; it may have taken on
unfamiliar forms, been bent to fit the matrix of his creation, but in a way, it’s all there. Through
the words of Mary, Duchess of Towers, he has said, “Entrez dans cette pièce – ma pièce favorite;
par cette fenêtre et en descendant cet escalier nous pourrons aller – à pied ou en voiture – dans
tous les endroits où je fus et où vous fûtes, et dans d’autres encores. Rien n’est éloigné et nous
n’avons qu’à marcher la main dans la main” (Ibbetson, trans. Queneau, 243).
***
This dissertation has been focused on the work of Raymond Queneau, touching briefly on some
of those in his orbit. However, it is my belief that the form this project has taken, primarily
through the intersecting lens of translation studies, is applicable to other literary figures. First of
all, to other writer-translators, of which there are many; countless writers across the centuries
have engaged in both pursuits. For many of them, whether it is visible at the surface-level or not,
writing and translation have gone hand in hand. For instance, I have envisaged similar studies
targeting several of the writer-translators mentioned in the previous chapters, such as Boris Vian,
Jacques Roubaud, Haroldo de Campos, or Jerome Rothenberg. There are countless others, as
well; personal taste would lead me to examine the work of translator-writers such as Paul
Blackburn, Muriel Rukeyser, Octavio Paz, or Marcel Schwob, to name but a few. While there
has perhaps been more work specifically targeting the figure of the poet-translator in recent
years, as poets have often been more outspoken about their work with literary translation and
other translational methods, there is no longer any reason for us to ignore the place of translation
in the work of writers known primarily for prose. As I have shown with Queneau, writing and
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translation are not two separate careers pursued in parallel; this career orientation cannot be seen
as similar to a painter who works a day job as a warehouse shipper, or a musician who also sells
cars. Quite to the contrary, literary translation informs writing, and writing informs literary
translation. For some practitioners, the two are inseparable notions; depending on the writer’s
approach, this may be more or less true. Regardless, when a literary figure has engaged in both,
it behooves us to examine the manner in which this has been done and the role it has played.
This approach also has its merits when addressing the work of certain monolingual
writers, if it is even possible to call a writer in this day and age “monolingual.” A number of the
translational processes I have examined in this dissertation have been termed acts of creative
translation despite being intralingual in nature. According to notions of generalized translation,
many forms of literary experimentation can be seen as translational operations, which opens the
door to productive study through the lens of translation studies. Consider the notion of writing as
rewriting: these techniques involving the insertion of elements drawn from diverse sources, this
process of decoding and recoding systems, would they be any different theoretically if the source
materials were all in the same language as the target composition or receiving text? After all,
many of the projects we have discussed in this dissertation are translational in nature, but more
than a few of them do not visibly contain any languages other than French. Cent mille milliards
de poèmes is written entirely in French; Exercises de style at least outwardly appears to be
exclusively written in French; the Oulipian roman intersectif that Queneau offers to Georges
Charbonnier as an example of their work involves only French-language source-texts; and yet all
of these works involve translational processes. 3
I also believe that there are many reasons to approach such a literary subject from the
stand-point of translation studies instead of uniquely from the perspective of traditional literary
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criticism. First, as the French linguist Émile Benveniste suggested, “[la traduction, c’est] le
système des systèmes, celui qui permet d’interpréter tous les autres” (Qtd. in Berman, L’épreuve
292). Literary criticism and even to some extent comparative literature have often disregarded,
misunderstood, or misrepresented literary translation, and have just as often been ill-equipped to
productively engage with texts in translation, but also multi-lingual writing, translanguaging, the
effects of domestication and foreignization, etc. The opposite does not hold true: translation
studies as an evolving discipline engages in many of the same critical acts of reflection and
analysis as literary studies, with the added caveat that is better prepared to confront these
relatively common and contemporary features of “global” literature and a world market.
In organizing this dissertation primarily in keeping with guidelines set out by French
theorist Antoine Berman, I made a conscious choice. There are many other schools of thought in
translation studies, and they all have advantages and disadvantages. There are several reasons for
my decision; first, having done my training in French departments and in France, I was both
familiar with and fond of his work. Second, I felt that with slight modification, the system
described in Berman’s Pour une critique des traductions is particularly suited to examining the
work of the writer-translator. I have focused on certain steps in his process more than others, as
his theories to me seemed to require some adaptation to bring them in line with my own focus.
For instance, I have spent considerably less time and effort with his final step, the confrontation,
as what seemed most pertinent to my own ends were those leading up to it. When I have
confronted source and target text here, I have done so sparingly, and only to clarify and expand
on the information garnered from the previous steps. As my goal has been to demonstrate the
place of translation in Queneau’s multi-faceted career, I have been more interested in knowing
how he worked and to what ends than in being able to enumerate the triumphs and weaknesses of
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a given translation. Furthermore, an analysis targeting a single translation project can afford to
engage in detailed comparative work on multiple levels of a single text, whereas a corpus such as
that offered up by Queneau’s twenty years in literary translation and forty as a writer must be
approached more contextually.
By focusing on Bermanian notions such as location, position, project and horizon, the
shared overlap between Queneau the translator and Queneau the writer has been brought to the
forefront. If we are to examine translations by the decision-making visible in the work of a
translator as opposed to according to norms and notions of “accuracy” and “faithfulness,” we can
learn about the translator even as we learn about the writer. It is quite possible that analyses of
other writer-translators may demonstrate differences in approach between literary translation
projects and their own writing, which has been the case with Queneau. Even so, this outcome has
plenty to tell us about not only the writer-translator in question, but also about the craft, and the
particular industry and milieu in which he worked. All of these details are pertinent as we seek to
paint a more complete portrait of a literary figure, and to the works he or she has contributed to
both the literary canon and our own hypothetical bookshelves.
April 2020

NOTES
1

I refer to this as a floating base text as there turned out to be a number of them with slight differences, which
indicated that either he altered the base text to fit what he intended to do with it, or he did work off a static base text
but permitted himself to modify the results.
2
See Chapter 3, Section 4.2.
3
See Chapter 6, Section 1.2
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